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Setting Intentional Direction for Your Day

Let me begin by telling you about a morning some 
years ago, when I took none of the advice I’m about 

to lay out. 
I was in a bad mood from the moment I woke up. I’d 

just been asked to join a new project that didn’t interest 
me, and it was my first week on the job. In persuading 
me to sign up, my boss had suggested I would nicely 
complement Lucas, another senior colleague on the 
project. Lucas was a hard-driving operations guy, and 
I was all about the so-called human side. Lucas would 
produce reams of analysis and ideas; meanwhile, I’d help 
our clients create plans that their colleagues could rally 
around. I understood why our boss thought we’d be a 
great combination, but I couldn’t shake a concern about 
the mismatch in our working styles. 

On this particular morning, our team was about to 
have its first big meeting with some new clients, and I 
fell out of bed with barely enough time to get ready. On 
my way in, my head was a fog of lingering annoyance 
and tiredness. When I arrived, I discovered the meeting 
was taking place in one of those dark, cramped, low-
ceilinged videoconference rooms that are so common in 
modern office buildings. Everyone was sitting in a row, 

as though we were at some kind of judicial hearing, while 
disembodied faces floated on the video screen in front 
of us. My heart sank further. 

As I thought about how badly I could use another 
coffee, Lucas plowed into the brick of paper in front 
of us, without much introduction and with an evidently 
clear sense of what he wanted to say. I did my best to 
go with the flow and contribute constructively, but the 
long discussion felt to me like pushing a boulder uphill 
– lots of little misunderstandings, people talking over 
each other, the air thick with unspoken irritations and 
concerns. By the end of it, I didn’t feel I’d made much of 
a positive impact. It was just as I’d feared, and it le me 
with a cloud over my head for the whole day. 

Some time later, in a better mood, I felt compelled 
to talk to Lucas about my concern that we’d started 
on the wrong foot with the clients. But as I gave him 
my take on the meeting, he looked incredulous. Lucas 
hadn’t thought the room was particularly unpleasant; he 
had no recollection of the frowns and awkwardness I 
mentioned. He’d been excited about the new project, 
happy to have found a time for us all to talk, keen to 
make progress. He knew what he wanted from the 
meeting, and he’d achieved it. 

How to Have a Good Day 
A book excerpt by Mobius Senior Expert Caroline Webb

“Until you make the unconscious conscious,  

it will direct your life and you will call it fate.”
 –  CARL JUNG



		  www.mobiusleadership.com  |  Mobius Executive Leadership     125

LEADERSHIP READINGS

Of course, we had different personalities, and that 
explained some of the variation in our perspectives. But 
only some of it. Something else was going on: it was truly 
as if we’d each been in an entirely different meeting. 
He hadn’t seen through his rosier-tinted glasses what 
I’d seen. From my side, it quickly became obvious that 
I hadn’t paid much attention to his side of the story. 
He pointed out, convincingly, all the things we’d gotten 
done; he reminded me of moments of levity, smiles that 
I barely remembered. It wasn’t that either of us was 
completely wrong, and we avoided outright insults as we 
traded viewpoints. (“Why are you being so blind? Were 
we even in the same room? Sheesh. Get real.”) 

But we’d experienced the same few hours very 
differently. How could that be? And, of particular 
interest to me: why had he enjoyed the meeting so much 
more than I had? The answer, I came to realize, was in 
the way each of us had approached the day. Lucas had 
been deliberate in deciding what he wanted to see, what 
he wanted to accomplish, and how he wanted to feel. 
But I’d let the morning kind of happen to me. I’d been 
professional, yes, but I’d drifted into the day. 

And that lack of direction made me miss what I 
now know were three big opportunities to influence 
the quality of my morning. First, our priorities and 
assumptions determine our perceptions to a surprising 
extent. Second, setting the right kind of goals not only 
reliably lifts our performance but also makes us feel 
good. And third, what we imagine in our mind’s eye can 
shape our real-life experience. In the following three 
chapters, I want to show you how to exploit each of 
these major behavioral science benefits, to have a much 
better time than I had with Lucas that day. 

Choosing Your Filters 
We so often cruise through our busy days on autopilot, 
rolling from task to task without pausing to stop and 
think. We work hard and do our best, and we’re glad if 
it all works out to our liking. Sometimes luck is on our 
side, and sometimes it isn’t. “That’s just life,” we might 
tell ourselves. 

But I’d like to make the case that we can do better than 
that, thanks to an important aspect of the way our brain 
makes sense of the world: the fact that we consciously 
notice only a small selection of what’s actually happening 
around us, and filter out the rest. Because the things 
that get through the filters are strongly influenced by 

the priorities and assumptions we take into the day, that 
gives us a huge opportunity. It means that with a few 
minutes of mental preparation – involving a quick check 
and reset of those priorities and assumptions – we can 
shift the way we experience the day, making it more 
productive and enjoyable. This mental preparation is a 
process that I call setting intentions, because it’s about 
being more intentional about your approach to the day. 

Before I talk about a quick daily intention-setting 
routine for you to try, let me explain why the reality we 
experience is so dependent on our filters. 

Our Subjective Reality 
As we learned in the Science Essentials [covered earlier 
in the book], our brain’s deliberate system (responsible 
for reasoning, self-control, and planning) has only so 
much attention to give to our complex world. So as we 
go through the day, our automatic system prioritizes 
whatever seems most worthy of the deliberate system’s 
attention, while screening out anything that doesn’t seem 
important. This filtering happens without us being aware 
of it, and it’s central to our brain’s ability to cope with the 
complexity of the world. But this selective attention also 
leaves us experiencing an incomplete, subjective version 
of reality – one that may or may not serve us well. 

Obviously, it’s a good thing that our automatic system 
filters out things that are truly unimportant. Otherwise 
we’d be obsessively counting carpet fibers or getting 
mesmerized by the ingredients of our lunch, making 
it hard to get anything done. The downside, however, 
is that even potentially useful things can be tagged by 
our automatic system as “unimportant.” For example, 
if we’re intently focused on checking our messages, 
our automatic system might decide it’s not worth 
diverting some of our attention toward understanding 
a question we’ve just been asked by a colleague. When 
she raises her voice and finally breaks through into our 
consciousness with a “Hey, did you hear me?” we might 
apologize and swear we hadn’t heard her before. And 
we’d be technically correct. We didn’t hear her – not 
consciously, anyway. 

Now, we can’t switch off our automatic system’s 
filtering function –  by definition, it’s automatic. But 
we can adjust the settings, by being more proactive in 
defining what our brain sees as “important” each day. 
If we do that, we can affect what our conscious brain 
gets to see and hear. It’s one of the most powerful ways 
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to steer our day toward the reality we’d most like to 
experience. 

On Autopilot, What Does Our Brain Treat 
as “Important”? 
Our automatic system uses several selective attention 
rules to decide what’s important enough to bring to our 
conscious attention and what should be filtered out. 
If we can understand how some of those rules work, 
we have a better chance of hacking into the system and 
adjusting its settings. 

The first thing to know is that if we’ve got a task that 
we’re consciously prioritizing, our automatic system will 
make sure we see anything directly relevant to that specific 
task, and it will tend to blank out anything that seems 
off topic. Anything? “Surely,” you’re saying, “if something 
striking cropped up in front of us, off topic or not, we’d 
see it, wouldn’t we?” Well, an enormous amount of 
research suggests we might not.1 Take this recent study, 
for example. Psychologist Trafton Drew and colleagues at 
Harvard’s Visual Attention Lab asked some experienced 
radiologists to look closely at a bunch of medical images 
to spot abnormalities. The radiologists were given a stack 
of genuine lung scans to work with, some of them with 

sadly genuine nodules. But the last image was different: 
it showed a picture of a gorilla inserted inside the lung. 
(The researchers were paying wry homage to the original 
gorilla/basketball experiment described in the Science 
Essentials.) Astonishingly, 83 percent of the radiologists 
failed to spot the gorilla, although the image was forty-
eight times the size of the average lung nodule. Even 
more remarkable is the fact that the Harvard researchers 
used an eye-tracking device that showed that most of the 
radiologists looked directly at the gorilla – and yet they still 
didn’t notice it.2 It’s not that they saw it and discounted 
or forgot about it. Their brains simply didn’t consciously 
register the ape. In other words: because they weren’t 
actually looking for it, they didn’t see it. 

This type of selective attention is what scientists call 
inattentional blindness – that is, we see what we’ve decided 
merits our attention, and we’re remarkably blind to the 
rest. So the priorities we set for ourselves really matter. 

We don’t even have to be deeply focused on a task 
to encounter inattentional blindness. In fact, as soon 
as we have something on our mind, we become much 
more attuned to anything related to that concern and 
less attuned to everything else. In one study that was 
conducted by psychologist Rémi Radel in France, where 
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mealtimes matter, volunteers who’d been forced to skip 
their lunch went on to see food-related words more 
clearly and quickly in a word-recognition test. That is, 
the hungry people noticed the word “gâteau” more 
readily than “bateau.”3 (If the researchers had taken their 
volunteers out on a boat, they might have seen “bateau” 
even faster than “gâteau.”) Our automatic system will 
generally prioritize information that resonates with 
anything that’s top of mind for us. 

Even our attitude can play a part in setting the 
perceptual filters we apply to the day. Joseph Forgas and 
Gordon Bower, professors at the University of New 
South Wales and Stanford, respectively, conducted an 
experiment designed to put volunteers into a slightly 
good or bad mood by giving them random positive 
or negative feedback about their performance on a 
minor test they’d just taken. After that, the volunteers 
were given some descriptions of fictional people to 
read. Those descriptions were carefully calibrated to 
be neutral: the volunteers could easily interpret the 
subjects as being either energetic or chaotic, calm or 
boring, depending on their reading of the text. And 
what did Forgas and Bower find?4 That their happier 
volunteers were significantly more likely to see the 
people described in a positive light, compared with 
the volunteers they’d deliberately put into a funk. And 
it’s not just inter- personal judgments that are affected 
by our mood. Another research team found that sad 
people perceived a hill as being significantly steeper (and 
saw scaling it as a less pleasant prospect) than people 
who were feeling more upbeat.5 

So it really is possible to get up on the wrong side of 
the bed. Our perceptions of the world can be strongly 
influenced by our starting point, good or bad, because 
our brain’s automatic system makes sure that we see 
and hear anything that resonates with our conscious 
priorities, our top-of-mind concerns, and even our 
mood. Meanwhile, it downplays everything else. 

What Are Your Filters Doing to Your Reality? 
Now let’s think about how we can apply this knowledge. 
Suppose you and I were sitting in the same room, 
participating in the same conversation. My priorities, 
concerns, and mood would shape my perceptions of 
what was going on, while yours would shape yours. As a 
result, it’s entirely possible that I would miss things that 
matter to you, while getting hung up on things that don’t 

register with you at all. With all this in mind, it’s little 
surprise that my meeting with Lucas didn’t seem like 
the pinnacle of my professional life, given my crankiness 
when I walked in. Meanwhile, of course, he had a blast. 
We’re each living through our own private reality, a 
reality shaped by our hardworking automatic system’s 
attempts to allocate our attention to the right things. 

So what particular reality would you like your brain to 
pay a little more attention to? Take your next meeting. 
If your primary concern is to get your point across, 
you’ll probably find yourself noticing every instance of 
being interrupted, and every moment of airtime that 
others take up. You’ll probably lose some of the thread 
of the conversation, without realizing it, because you’ll 
be focused on your desire to tell people what you want 
them to hear. You’re not being willfully closed-minded; 
your automatic system is just efficiently prioritizing 
information that relates to your state of mind. Turn all 
this around, and the reverse is true, too. For example, if 
you instead decided to focus on finding new opportunities 
for collaboration or on hearing useful input from your 
colleagues, chances are you’d discover more of that. As 
we change our intentions, our brain’s filters change, and 
the facts can appear to change with them. 

Set Your Intentions, Set Your Filters 
The point behind all of this is clear: we miss a big 
opportunity if we simply let the day happen to us. 

We can’t control everything (there are different types 
of books for those who believe that’s possible). But we 
can tweak the way our working hours feel, by being 
more deliberate in setting our perceptual filters. And 
that’s where it helps to have an intention-setting routine, 
one that has us pay explicit attention to the priorities, 
concerns, and mood we’re carrying into the day. 

Here’s an approach I like. It involves taking just a 
moment to look at something from three angles (each 
beginning with “A,” conveniently): 

�u Aim: Think about each of the most important of 
today’s activities –  the people you’ll meet, the work 
you’ll do. What really matters most in making them a 
success? That’s your real aim. 

�u Attitude: As you think about the upcoming 
workday, take a moment to notice and acknowledge 
the concerns that are dominating your thoughts or 
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your mood. Do these concerns help you achieve your 
real aim – and if not, can you set them aside for now? 

�u Attention: Given your real priorities, where do 
you want to focus your attention? Figure out what 
you want to see more of, and then make sure you 
look out for it. 

Most people I’ve worked with find it’s ideal to think 
about these questions before the day gets under way, 
either in the morning or even the night before. But 
because the whole routine takes no more than a couple 
of minutes, it’s never too late to set your intentions as 
you’re flying from one thing to the next. 

For example, how differently might my meeting with 
Lucas have gone if I’d taken a moment to consider the 
“three A’s” just before walking into that conference 
room? I might have had these things in mind: 

�u Aim: “What really matters to me is to help the 
team get off to a strong start with our new clients, 
by encouraging a collaborative tone and helping 
everyone feel good about the prospect of working 
together.” 

�u Attitude: “I admit that I’m feeling grumpy and 
tired right now. I can’t make myself less tired. But 
I can decide to set aside my irritation at the way 
the project is set up, in favor of focusing on the real 
priority: making the team a success.” 

�u Attention: “I want to spot opportunities to 
help the team gel, by high- lighting common ground 
in their ideas. I want to look for chances to inject 
warmth into the meeting.” 

Going over this mental “aim-attitude-attention” checklist 
would have taken me no more than a few moments as 
I stashed my coat on my way into the videoconference 
room. (And yes, ever since that day, I’ve made sure to do 
this before embarking on anything that matters to me.) 
It simply doesn’t take much effort to focus your filters 
more firmly on the kind of day you want – especially if 
you can make it a regular part of your daily schedule. 

To see a great example of someone who knows the 
value of setting intentions, let’s meet Martin, the strategy 
director of an aircraft manufacturer. Alongside this role, 
he somehow finds time to sit on the board of several 
technology companies and provide advice to high-tech 
entrepreneurs seeking to get their start-ups off the 
ground. He’s thoughtful, focused, and successful – partly, 
he says, because he’s learned to be as strategic about his 
daily personal intentions as he is about his business. 

What led Martin to establish an intention-setting 
routine? “Well, I’ve always had a problem with 
concentration,” he says. “I’d get into the office and 
immediately get pulled into low-value tasks, chatting to 
colleagues, checking news websites, and so on. I started 
to realize my days weren’t as good as they could have 
been because I was just drifting through them.” One 
morning, by accident, Martin discovered how to give his 
day more direction. “I was sitting on the bed before going 
to work, feeling kind of overwhelmed by everything I had 
on my plate,” he says. “For some reason I just started 
thinking about what really mattered to me. I picked up 
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a notebook and I just wrote and wrote, about why I was 
doing what I was doing, and how I wanted to do it. I 
wasn’t writing full sentences; it was more of a visual map 
of things that were important for me. It was incredibly 
clarifying.” He was struck by how much more upbeat 
and purposeful he felt afterward, with his intentions so 
much more crisply and constructively defined. 

Naturally, Martin wanted to inject more of that 
intentional direction into each day. He realized he 
couldn’t sit on his bed and write for hours every 
morning, but he came up with a short version of the 
routine that he could fit into every day. “Before leaving 
for the office, I spend a moment clearing my head, 
just breathing deeply. Then I ask myself what’s most 
important today, given what I’m trying to achieve at 
work, and make a few notes about where I want to 
focus my attention. It’s that simple. And things come 
to the surface that I hadn’t realized were there until 
I stopped to think. Often it means deciding to take a 
particular approach to a challenge at work, like thinking 
longer-term and being more tolerant of delays.” 

Martin says the payoff has been clear. “My first hour 
at work used to be all over the place, very unproductive. 
Now I’m 100 percent ready to go when I arrive. I’m 
calmer and in a better mood.” Moreover, throughout 
the day, he makes a point of recalling his intentions, to 
help him stay on track. “It reminds me what my real 
priorities are for the day, if – when – I start to feel 
frazzled.” 

Make Your Intentions Positive  
(or: “Snark In, Snark Out”) 
When you’re contemplating a particularly challenging 
day, it can be easy to find yourself coming up with 
intentions that are a little sarcastic or negative, like: 
“What really matters to me is never again creating 
a two-hundred-page document for a meeting.” Or 
perhaps you find yourself thinking that your real aim is 
to persuade one of your colleagues to understand that 

he made a stupid mistake last week. 
But making sure a co-worker realizes his stupidity? 

It’s not the most uplifting way to articulate an intention. 
It’s a little petty – and that will have your brain 
subconsciously prioritizing petty observations. If you 
genuinely want to have a good conversation, it’s better 
to articulate a more generous intention that speaks to 
the bigger picture. Ask yourself what you really want 
to achieve. In the case of dealing with your error- 
prone colleague, a bigger intention might be to help 
him work out how to avoid making the same mistake 
again. Thinking bigger still, you might decide you want 
to improve your working relationship, so in the future 
you can be more honest with each other about how 
things are going. 

Setting these more solution-focused intentions 
doesn’t mean avoiding challenging topics with your 
errant colleague. But a less combative approach will 
make it easier for you to spot ways to resolve the 
situation when you have that conversation. It will also 
make it easier to avoid triggering a defensive fight-
flight-freeze response, whether in his brain or in yours 
– meaning you’ll both be smarter and better able to 
reach a useful outcome. 
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