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The terms Focused Attention and Absorption, as used in psychology, share some
features in common but there are also important differences between them.

Focused Attention, also known as concentrated attention or sustained attention, refers
to the cognitive ability to selectively concentrate on a specific object, task, or stimulus
while ignoring distractions or irrelevant information. It involves deliberately holding the
spotlight of attention on a particular target and sustaining that focus over prolonged
periods of time. Focused attention is considered a fundamental cognitive process that
underlies various activities, such as learning, reading, problem-solving, and task-related
activities.

Acquiring the ability to focus attention on one object for prolonged periods is the first
stage of training in meditation. Focused meditation (or shamatha) trains the ability to
sustain attention on a single object—the breath, a candle flame, or a mantra—
deliberately strengthening the capacity to resist distraction and maintain concentration.
Focused attention involves top-down conscious control.

On the other hand, Absorption is a personality trait, or a specific attentional style,
which is characterized by the ability to let go of conscious control and become deeply
fascinated, or entranced, by sensory or imaginative experiences. Individuals high in
absorption tend to become so deeply immersed in experiences such as reading a book,
watching a movie, or listening to music that they become oblivious to their surroundings
or the passage of time. Absorption is often associated with vivid imagery, intense
emotional involvement, and a sense of altered perception or consciousness.

While both focused attention and absorption involve a narrowing of attention onto one
particular object or experience, there are some key differences:

1. Intentionality: Focused attention is typically a conscious and deliberate process,
where an individual intentionally directs their attention to a specific target. Absorption,
on the other hand, is often described as a more spontaneous and involuntary
experience, where the individual becomes immersed in the experience without
necessarily intending to do so. Absorption was first elucidated in people highly
susceptible to hypnosis and it describes the ability to enter an altered state and become
entranced.



2. Cognitive control: Focused attention requires a certain degree of cognitive control
and the ability to sustain attention over time. Absorption, however, is often characterized
by a temporary loss of self-awareness and a lack of cognitive control, as the individual
becomes fully engrossed in the experience.

3. Duration: Focused attention can be maintained for extended periods, depending on
the individual's cognitive abilities and the demands of the task. Absorption, however, is
often described as a transient state, where the individual experiences intense
immersion for only limited periods of time. Reading a novel continuously for two or three
hours, for example, necessarily requires your attention to be focused on the task for the
whole of that time, but you might become fully absorbed only during the most interesting
or exciting passages in the book. Absorption is a deeper and more emotional state of
engagement.

4. Breadth of experience: Focused attention is typically directed towards a specific
target or task, while absorption can involve a broader range of sensory, imaginative,
and emotional experiences. For example, listening to music requires your attention to
be focused on the incoming acoustic stimuli, but if one becomes fully absorbed you
might also experience vivid visual images triggered by the music and associated strong
emotions.

In summary, in terms of psychology, focused attention involves top-down
conscious control; whereas absorption reflects bottom-up engagement with the
unconscious.

The psychological distinctions are reflected at the neurobiological level. Focused
attention is predominantly a cortical process, whereas absorption engages the deep
subcortical brain which we share with animals. Jaak Panksepp's affective neuroscience
framework reveals that these two states engage fundamentally different levels of brain
organization and emotional processing.

Absorption appears to engage deeper subcortical and limbic structures more
prominently than focused attention. During absorbed states, there is increased activity
in the ventral striatum and nucleus accumbens, which are central to reward and
motivational circuits. The amygdala becomes involved in processing the emotional
salience and intensity of the experience, while the periaqueductal gray (PAG) plays a
role in altered states and primary affective responses.

Focused attention, by contrast, relies more heavily on cortical executive networks that
maintain top-down control. This state involves active suppression of subcortical
emotional systems to maintain task focus, with thalamic gating mechanisms that filter
rather than fully engage with sensory and emotional input. Where absorption allows



subcortical systems to dominate awareness, focused attention represents the cortical
regulation of these deeper processes.

In the Pankseppian framework, focused attention operates at what he called the
secondary and tertiary levels—cortical systems that regulate or suppress the brain's
primary emotional systems. The prefrontal cortex actively inhibits spontaneous
exploratory behavior (what Panksepp termed the SEEKING system) to maintain goal-
directed focus. Executive control dampens emotional responsivity to stay on task,
representing learned, cognitive control over our primary affective tendencies.

Absorption, however, appears to engage Panksepp's primary-process emotional
systems more directly. The SEEKING system, mediated by dopaminergic pathways
through the ventral tegmental area, nucleus accumbens, and PAG becomes prominent
during absorbed states. This ancient motivational system generates the exploratory,
curious, and anticipatory quality of absorbed experience, the sense of being drawn into
and enthusiastically engaged with what is happening. Recent research building on
Panksepp's framework has demonstrated significant correlations between the SEEKING
system and spiritual experiences characterized by oceanic feelings—states involving
self-dissolution, unity, and transcendence. Specifically, the SEEKING system shows the
highest correlations with the positive dimension of oceanic feelings, suggesting a
neurobiological link between this primary-process emotional system and certain spiritual
or mystical states

The PLAY system, involving the parafascicular area and dorsolateral PAG, may also
contribute to absorption's characteristic qualities. This system mediates joyful,
spontaneous engagement and the loss of self-consciousness typical of playful
absorption. It generates the autotelic quality of absorbed experience, the sense that the
activity is intrinsically rewarding rather than serving some external goal. This allows
greater than usual freedom to the homeostatic self-organizing processes of the brain
such that processes of absorption become intrinsically self-healing, creative, and
therapeutic. Dream-like visions and associated strong feeling-states are released into
consciousness. The sense of surrender to some emergent higher power coming from
within engages the CARE system of primal consciousness in the deep brain.

The key insight from this framework is that absorption involves reduced cortical
suppression, allowing primary affective systems of SEEKING, PLAY, and CARE to
dominate consciousness. Where focused attention represents the cortical brain
constraining and directing the subcortical brain, absorption represents a loosening of
that constraint, allowing more ancient emotional and motivational systems to express
themselves more freely in awareness.



This neuroscientific distinction has important therapeutic implications. Focused attention
interventions, such as traditional cognitive-behavioral therapy and attentional training,
work by building cortical control, training executive function, and strengthening top-down
regulation of emotional processes. These approaches are valuable for developing
cognitive skills and managing attention.

Absorption-based interventions, such as EMDR, Deep Brain Orienting, hypnosis, and
somatic therapies, operate through a different mechanism. These approaches access
and work with primary affective systems more directly, allowing subcortical processing
to occur with less cortical interference. This bottom-up approach may facilitate
emotional transformation by engaging the brain's ancient motivational and emotional
systems in their own terms, rather than attempting to override them through cognitive
control alone.

In summary, while focused attention and absorption both involve a narrowing of
attention and concentration on a particular object or experience, they differ in terms of
intentionality, conscious control, and the depth of the experience. Focused attention is a
cognitive process involving deliberate and sustained concentration, while absorption is a
personality trait or attentional style characterized by deep immersion and spontaneous
engagement in sensory and imaginative experience. At the neurobiological level, these
differences reflect distinct patterns of brain organization: focused attention represents
cortical, top-down control over primary emotional systems, while absorption involves
reduced cortical suppression allowing the ancient subcortical motivational and affective
systems of primal dream-like consciousness to be released from the deep brain.
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