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The Zeigarnik Effect 

 

You will almost certainly have experienced The Zeigarnik Effect, named after 

the Lithuanian born psychologist who first studied it whilst a student in Berlin. 

There are two different, but connected, effects that can be called The 

Zeigarnik Effect. Both relate to tasks that have not been completed.  

 

Zeigarnik and her supervisor, Lewin, so the story goes, noticed that a waiter in 

a busy restaurant could remember the orders that had not yet been paid for, 

but had almost no memory of orders once the bill had been settled.  

 

The first ‘Zeigarnik effect’ is that we tend to better remember those things that 

relate to an unfinished task than to a finished task.  

 

Further work showed that if a task remains uncompleted then, when we are 

engaged in some other activity, or when lying awake at night, distracting 

thoughts about the uncompleted task tend to intrude into consciousness. It is 

this second effect – the distracting effect of uncompleted tasks -  that is 

usually referred to as The Zeigarnik Effect. Once the task has been 

completed, however, the distracting thoughts disappear. It is as though our 

unconscious minds keep track of incomplete tasks and tell us that there are 

still things to be done.  
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In many ways the effect is useful as it helps us to remember to keep returning 

to a complex or time-consuming task until it has been finished. But it is also 

counterproductive because it can distract us from the other things we are 

doing, impairing concentration and using up energy.  

 

If we have only one goal, over a period of time, then the Zeigarnik effect may 

help in reaching the goal. But when we have several goals then the effect 

tends to distract and deplete energy and interfere with goal completion.  

 

Experiments have shown, however, that we can switch off this frequent and 

distracting reminder not only by completing the task but also by having 

articulated, preferably in writing, a plan for completing the task. It is as though 

the Zeigarnik effect is the subconscious nagging the conscious to form a plan 

to complete a task that has been initiated. The good news is that these 

naggings can be prevented by either completing the task you have set 

yourself or making clear plans for a way forward – often a simple to-do list is 

enough (see chapter 10: Goals and how to use them). 


