
Closing Open Loops — What the Science Says
Have you ever felt the heavy, lingering weight of "unfinished business" or a mental list of tasks that seems
to  haunt  your  thoughts  at  2:00  AM?  This  sense  of  mental  clutter  is  a  documented  psychological
phenomenon  born  from  what  researchers  call  the  "unclosed,  unstable  character  of  uncompleted
processes."  Understanding how your  brain  handles  these open loops is  the  first  step toward reclaiming
your focus and restoring your cognitive energy.

What We Will Teach You
Here is the good news: closing loops is not a personality trait. It is a set of small, learnable tricks — and
every  one  of  them comes  straight  from the  research  below.  In  this  workshop,  you  will  practice  each  of
these on paper until they are yours:

1. The Loop Audit. You will learn to list every "incomplete" in your life — including the quiet ones like
learning  Portuguese,  visiting  a  childhood  friend,  or  repairing  that  vintage  jacket  with  a  hole.
Naming  these  "background  noises"  is  the  first  step  to  silencing  what  is  quietly  tugging  at  your
attention.

2. The Specificity Trick. You will turn vague "I should do X" loops into exact if-then plans — when,
where,  and how — so your  unconscious takes over  and the mental  bombardment  stops.  This  is
Gollwitzer's implementation intention, made earnest by writing it down.

3. The Decision Trick.  You will  use your journal to make definitive "yes" or "no" calls on the loops
that involve other people. Indecision acts like a "parachute" dragging behind you, preventing you
from running at full speed; deciding — even deciding "no" — cuts it loose and releases the weight
of regret and anxiety.

4. The Bedtime Close-Out. You will build the habit the sleep study points to: a specific, written to-do
list  each night that  offloads tomorrow's loops onto paper — so your brain stops rehearsing them
and lets you fall asleep faster.

5. The Accountability Loop. You will train your brain's Reticular Activating System (RAS) — the
pattern-noticing part of the brain — by building "close the loop" into your daily routine (e.g., "Sarah,
please close the loop and let me know when Pip has his materials"). Just as you suddenly see a
specific  car  everywhere after  a  friend buys one,  this  primes you to  spot  and resolve open loops
everywhere.

6. The Shutdown Ritual. You will end each day the way Cal Newport prescribes: review every open
loop,  give  each  one  a  plan  or  a  parking  place  in  your  journal,  then  close  the  day  with  one
deliberate finishing action — so work stops following you home and attention residue stops leaking
into your evening.

None of this requires willpower or a new personality. It requires a notebook, a pen, and the right tricks —
and we will teach you every one of them. The rest of this paper is the science behind each one.

The Discovery of the "Quasi-Need" (1927)
The  scientific  study  of  unfinished  tasks  began  in  a  Berlin  café  with  psychologist  Bluma  Zeigarnik.  She
observed that waiters could remember complex, unpaid orders with perfect accuracy, yet they forgot the
details  almost  immediately  after  the  bill  was  settled.  To  test  this,  Zeigarnik  conducted  controlled
experiments  where subjects  performed 18 to  22 manual  and mental  tasks—such as building cardboard
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boxes or solving arithmetic. Half of the tasks were interrupted, while the others were completed.
The data revealed a startling memory advantage for the unfinished: adults remembered interrupted tasks
90% better than completed ones, and children remembered them 110% better. Crucially, the "Ambitious"
type of subject—those highly motivated to excel—showed a recall advantage of 175%, nearly double the
average. Zeigarnik concluded that beginning a task creates a "quasi-need" for completion, resulting in a
dynamic state of tension. This tension only resolves when the task is finished; if left undone, the tension
remains, and the interrupted tasks are almost always mentioned first in recall.

Why Unfinished Tasks Bombard the Mind
Modern research by E. J. Masicampo and Roy F. Baumeister has synthesized how these unfulfilled goals
behave  in  our  daily  lives.  They  found  that  the  mind  continues  to  "bombard"  itself  with  reminders  of
unfinished  work,  leading  to  "Zeigarnik  intrusions"—intrusive  thoughts  and  mind-wandering  that  pull
attention away from the present.
The  reason  these  intrusions  are  so  damaging  is  that  the  executive  function  cannot  pursue  multiple
goals at once. When your mind is occupied by an open loop, it lacks the cognitive resources necessary
for current activities. Evidence shows these loops directly interfere with performance; in controlled studies,
participants with unfulfilled goals performed significantly worse on unrelated reading comprehension tests
and anagram-solving puzzles because their minds were stuck in a "drive to attain" the previous task.

The Surprise: A Plan Works Almost as Well as Finishing
The most significant discovery by Masicampo and Baumeister is the power of process-based thinking.
They found that the brain does not actually require a task to be finished to release the state of tension; it
simply needs a clear plan for how it  will  be finished. While "outcome-based thinking"—fantasizing about
the  end  result—actually  fails  to  reduce  mental  clutter,  specific  process-based  planning  allows  the
executive function to stop its "bombardment."
This  is  achieved  by  transferring  control  to  automatic,  unconscious  processes.  As  Peter  Gollwitzer’s
research  on  "implementation  intentions"  shows,  vague  intentions  are  far  less  effective  than  specific
"if-then" structures that specify the when, where, and how of a task. By creating an automatic script, you
allow the unconscious to take over.
"If situation X arises, then I will perform response Y."
However,  there  is  a  vital  caveat  for  the  high-achiever:  this  only  works  if  the  plan  is  made  with
earnestness.  Research  shows  that  the  reduction  in  cognitive  intrusions  is  mediated  by  intent;  "glib"  or
procrastinatory plans do not fool the brain. The unconscious only suspends the drive to attain if it believes
the script will actually be followed.

It Even Shows Up in Sleep
The  cognitive  load  of  open  loops  even  affects  our  ability  to  rest.  In  a  2018  study  by  Scullin  et  al.,
researchers compared participants who wrote down a list of completed activities before bed to those who
wrote a to-do list for the following days. Writing the to-do list helped people fall asleep significantly faster.
The  more  specific  the  to-do  list  was,  the  faster  the  participants  fell  asleep.  Offloading  the  open  loops
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onto paper effectively "closed" them in the mind, allowing the brain to enter a state of rest.

The Modern Take: Attention Residue and the Shutdown Ritual
The research keeps confirming the same picture. Sophie Leroy (2009) showed that when you switch tasks
while the first one is unfinished, an "attention residue" clings to your mind — part of your attention stays
with  the  open  loop,  and  performance  on  the  next  task  measurably  drops.  Neuroscientist  Andrew
Huberman and productivity researcher Cal Newport discussed exactly this on the Huberman Lab podcast:
every  open  loop  forces  the  brain  to  pay  a  costly  "reset"  each  time  it  switches,  while  completing  a  task
delivers a small  dopamine reward — which is why checking off  a written item genuinely feels good and
reinforces the habit.
Newport's answer is the shutdown ritual: at the end of each workday, review every open loop, give each
one a plan or a parking place on paper, then perform one demonstrative closing action — he literally says
"schedule shutdown complete" out loud. It sounds silly, but it is Masicampo and Baumeister's plan-making
finding turned into a daily practice: the brain releases its grip on the loops once it trusts, with earnestness,
that each one is handled.

The Deepest Loops: Writing to Heal (Pennebaker)
Some loops are  not  tasks  at  all.  An experience you never  fully  processed — a loss,  a  betrayal,  a  hard
chapter — behaves exactly like an open loop: the mind keeps returning to it because it was never given
an ending. In 1986, James Pennebaker and Sandra Beall ran a now-famous experiment: college students
wrote  for  fifteen  minutes  on  four  consecutive  days  about  their  deepest  thoughts  and  feelings  around  a
traumatic experience, while controls wrote about trivial topics. The writing was hard — the trauma writers
felt  worse in the moment — but over the following six months they visited the health center significantly
less than the controls.  Putting the experience into words,  facts  and feelings together,  closed something
the mind had been holding open.
That  single  study  launched  an  entire  field.  Hundreds  of  expressive-writing  experiments  followed,  and
meta-analyses  across  more  than  a  hundred  studies  (Frattaroli,  2006)  confirm  the  pattern:  structured
emotional writing produces real, measurable benefits for psychological and physical health. Pennebaker's
explanation should sound familiar by now: translating an experience into a narrative gives it structure and
an  ending,  so  the  mind  can  finally  file  it  away  instead  of  rehearsing  it.  It  is  the  Zeigarnik  effect  at  its
deepest  level  — and it  is  the first  pillar  of  this  workshop.  In  our  five days together  you will  practice this
exact protocol, guided: the same journal that closes your daily loops can close your oldest ones.

References
• Zeigarnik,  B.  (1927).  On  Finished  and  Unfinished  Tasks.  Psychologische  Forschung,  9,  1-85.

English  translation  in  A  Source  Book  of  Gestalt  Psychology  (1938).  Free  copy:
gwern.net/doc/psychology/willpower/1927-zeigarnik.pdf

• Gollwitzer,  P.  M.  (1999).  Implementation  Intentions:  Strong  Effects  of  Simple  Plans.  American
Psychologist, 54(7), 493-503. Free copy: prospectivepsych.org

• Masicampo,  E.  J.,  &  Baumeister,  R.  F.  (2011).  Consider  It  Done!  Plan  Making  Can Eliminate  the
Cognitive  Effects  of  Unfulfilled  Goals.  Journal  of  Personality  and  Social  Psychology,  101(4),

journaling.divine-energy.me Page 3



Closing Open Loops — What the Science Says
667-683. Free copy: users.wfu.edu/masicaej

• Scullin,  M.  K.,  Krueger,  M.  L.,  Ballard,  H.  K.,  Pruett,  N.,  &  Bliwise,  D.  L.  (2018).  The  Effects  of
Bedtime Writing on Difficulty Falling Asleep. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 147(1),
139-146. Free full text: PubMed Central PMC5758411

• Leroy,  S.  (2009).  Why  Is  It  So  Hard  to  Do  My  Work?  The  Challenge  of  Attention  Residue  When
Switching Between Work Tasks. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 109(2),
168-181.

• Pennebaker, J. W., & Beall, S. K. (1986). Confronting a Traumatic Event: Toward an Understanding
of Inhibition and Disease. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 95(3), 274-281.

• Pennebaker,  J.  W.  (1997).  Writing  About  Emotional  Experiences  as  a  Therapeutic  Process.
Psychological Science, 8(3), 162-166.

• Frattaroli,  J.  (2006).  Experimental  Disclosure  and  Its  Moderators:  A  Meta-Analysis.  Psychological
Bulletin, 132(6), 823-865.

• Huberman Lab Podcast (2024). Dr. Cal Newport: How to Enhance Focus and Improve Productivity.

journaling.divine-energy.me Page 4


