
Monitoring your self-focused attention 

In any given situation, especially when you are feeling especially anxious or withdrawn, you 

can estimate the percentage of your attention that is focused on: 

a) yourself (e.g. monitoring how you appear to others or how you feel) 

b) your tasks (e.g. listening or talking to someone or writing) 

c) your environment (e.g. the hum of traffic in the background). 

 The three must add up to 100 per cent, and the ratio is likely to vary in different situations.  

Someone without (health) anxiety might normally focus about  

 10 per cent on themselves,  

 80 per cent on the task, and  

 10 per cent on the environment.  

 

When you are very self-focused (for example someone with Social Anxiety or Health 

Anxiety) about …  

 80 per cent of your attention might be on yourself 

 10 per cent on the task you are involved in 

 10 per cent on your environment 

 

Attention Focus Someone without 
(Health) Anxiety 

Someone who is 
very Self Focused  

Yourself (Internally focused) 10% 80% 

Your tasks (Externally focused)  80% 10% 
Your environment (Externally focused) 10% 10% 

 

Attention Focus Someone without 
(Health) Anxiety 

Someone who is 
very Self Focused  

Yourself (Internally focused) 10% 80% 

Your tasks and the environment 
(Externally focused)  

90% 20% 

  



This is an important observation because it means you can train yourself to be more 

focused on tasks and the environment and less on yourself. 

 

Adjusting your attention 

Think of these following exercises as helping you to build the psycho-logical muscle that 

places your attention on the world around you, rather than on yourself. 

Situational refocusing 

This technique involves immediately refocusing your mind on the task you're involved in or 

on the environment around you whenever you notice that you are becoming self-focused 

(say, above 50 per cent of attention focused on yourself). Practise being absorbed in a 

particular task (e.g. having a conversation) and when you notice your attention is drawn 

towards yourself, deliberately refocus your attention away from yourself on to something 

else around you. Similarly, if you tend to focus all the time on how you feel, refocus 

attention outside yourself on some practical task in hand or on the environment around 

you. Every time you notice your mind’s endless chatter and focus on how you feel, refocus 

your attention back on to the task or your environment. As a guide, try to aim for self-

focused attention in most contexts to be reduced to 30 per cent or less. 

If you are alone and have no specific task to do, you will need to refocus on your 

environment and make yourself more aware of: 

 the various objects, colours, people, patterns and shapes that you can see around 

you (e.g. fabrics, decor, cars on the street, trees, litter) 

 the sounds that you can hear (e.g. the hum of a heater, the sound off traffic, a clock 

ticking) 

 what you can smell (e.g. scent of flowers, traffic fumes, fresh air, fabric softener) 

 what you can taste (e.g. in the case of food or drink) 

 the physical sensations you can feel from the environment (e.g. whether hot or cold, 

whether there is a breeze, the hardness of the ground beneath your feet). 

 


