
 

 

Focus – Sometimes Not Our Friend 

By Gene Benson 

 

Many of you know that I have written much about the myth of multitasking. The myth attempts to contradict the simple 

fact that our brains are incapable of multitasking. We can attend to only one thing at a time. Our brains do a remarkable 

job of rapidly switching from one thing to another and that often gives the illusion of multitasking. But that is precisely 

what it is – an illusion. 

Our brains can handle the switching among multiple tasks to a point before things begin to unravel. Where that unravel 

point lies depends on the number of tasks, the complexity of the individual tasks, and our competency in performing 

them. As we approach that unravel point, commonly called task saturation, our brains try to protect us by prioritizing 

the tasks. We will then begin to focus more on what our brains have identified as the highest priority tasks. The 

prioritizing is done in the unconscious mind. It is usually spot-on but sometimes it may not be correct for the current 

situation. 

Take a non-aviation example. A person is driving to work in morning traffic. An important meeting is scheduled to begin 

just about the time the person plans to arrive at the office. The driver has just left the drive-through of a coffee shop 

with a large hot beverage.  The driver hears a siren and notices an ambulance approaching from the rear. While 

attempting to pull over to the right shoulder of the road, another car pulls up on the right, blocking access to the 

shoulder. Our driver notices that the ambulance is approaching rapidly and has no lane available to pass. The driver 

attempts to speed up just as the car that was on the right pulls quickly into the lane in front of our driver, causing our 

driver to brake to avoid a collision. The cup containing the hot beverage slips and half the contents spill into the driver’s 

lap. 

The driver’s brain, approaching task saturation, must prioritize the tasks now presented to it. The brain knows about the 

traffic situation and about the many tasks associated with avoiding a collision and clearing a path for the ambulance. But 

it also knows about the important meeting ahead and all the implications of not looking confident and in control. The 

various facets of the meeting have been flying through the brain for several days. The traffic situation is new and 

unexpected. The unconscious mind prioritizes the brain’s focus to the spilled drink, the soaked clothing, and a need to 

look good for the meeting. Our driver’s attention is directed to the spill and away from the traffic situation. The driver’s 

attention is brought back too late as the sound of bending metal and the loud pop of an airbag deploying is heard. 

We all know rationally that the driver should have focused on driving until it was safe to deal with the spill. But when the 

brain approaches task saturation and decides to prioritize, that prioritization might be flawed. 

When the brain focuses on what it has determined to be the highest priority task, it has the ability to completely ignore 

ancillary inputs. We may not see something that is well within our field of vision. We may not hear a sound that is well 



within our range of hearing. The brain recognizes that it cannot keep up with all the tasks presented to it, so it may lock 

on to one or two tasks and block sensory inputs that it deems ancillary to the chosen tasks. 

The aviation implications of this are significant. There are many examples of interviews with accident pilots who tell of 

not hearing a stall warning or landing gear warning, but the system operated correctly when tested after the accident. 

There are pilots who reported not seeing a zero oil pressure reading though they stated that they had frequently 

scanned the engine gages. A few of these pilots may not be telling the truth, but research shows that most of them 

probably are being honest. They really did not perceive the indication. 

This focus effect, sometimes called anchoring, is not easy to avoid or overcome. But there are some tools that can help. 

Our brains can be trained to focus on the right things when we approach task saturation. The goal is to train the brain to 

correctly prioritize the tasks.  This kind of training is best done in a simulator with a good flight instructor. The instructor 

can provide scenarios with increasing complexity that require the pilot to focus on flying the airplane regardless of what 

else is happening. In the absence of a simulator or even an instructor, gains can be made by discussing various scenarios 

with other pilots. An hour group discussion on a non-flyable day can produce some valuable learning. And finally, 

reading accident reports and really thinking about what was going on in the pilot’s mind can be helpful. 

We spend considerable time and money on building our stick and rudder skills. Let’s put some effort into building our 

mental skills also. 
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