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The Cost of Keeping Watch
What happens to attention and recovery after the handover

T H I S  W E E K ’ S  T H O U G H T

A task can leave your hands and remain in your head.

T H I S   W E E K ' S   B I G   I D E A :   T H E   C O S T   O F   K E E P I N G   W A T C H

When a system drafts, monitors or decides something on our behalf, the effort of doing the task may fall.
The person responsible for the result may still wonder whether it is progressing, whether it is right and
when they will have to intervene.

A study published on 24 September calls this AI process vigilance. In a two-wave survey of 642 people who
regularly used AI in hybrid or remote work, greater concern about delegated work was associated with
more rumination and poorer recovery. The findings are observational, so they cannot establish that AI
delegation caused those outcomes. They do give a precise name to a form of effort that a time-saved
calculation could miss.

READ THE AI PROCESS VIGILANCE STUDY �

The question for Work Smart, Live Well is:

When we hand over the task, what happens to the responsibility, the uncertainty and the
attention?

This reaches beyond AI. Think of an email awaiting a reply, a colleague taking over a project, or an order
placed with a printer. A handover can free time while leaving an open loop in the mind. Good work design
gives that loop a clear owner, a point of review and a way to close.

A N   I D E A   T O   D E V E L O P :   T H E   W O R K   A F T E R   T H E   H A N D O V E R

Try this as a team exercise, or a workshop for leaders introducing AI. Trace one task you have delegated to
a person or system through four questions.

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1914119/full
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AT THE HANDOVER QUESTION TO ASK

Purpose What outcome are we trying to achieve?

Authority Who can correct, pause or change the work?

Checking What genuinely needs review, and when?

Closure How will the responsible person know the task is complete?

The final row is easy to overlook. A person who has to keep checking has received help with execution,
while retaining the work of vigilance.

A separate study published on 28 September found that participants reported the strongest sense of
meaningful wellbeing in scenarios where AI assisted and they could still shape the decision. Its two
experiments involved driving and laptop-buying scenarios, so applying the finding to workplaces is an
inference. Together, the studies suggest a design principle worth testing:

Give people enough control to act, and enough clarity to stop watching continuously.

READ THE HUMAN-AI COLLABORATION STUDY �

For anyone working in learning and assessment, this raises a practical question: if AI performs an early
review, how do we define the human reviewer’s decision, evidence and stopping point?

O C T O B E R ' S   N A T U R E   C O N N E C T I O N :   W H A T   H A P P E N S   A F T E R   L E A V E S   F A L L

The visible event is a leaf reaching the ground. The continuing work happens in the soil.

The RHS advises collecting fallen leaves from lawns and using them for compost, leafmould or mulch
under plants. It also notes that many October toadstools are fungi breaking down dead material. The
National Trust describes how fungi recycle organic matter into resources that support further life.

EXPLORE THE RHS OCTOBER GARDEN ADVICE �

READ THE NATIONAL TRUST ON THE ROLE OF FUNGI �

The metaphor is the life of a task after it leaves our hands. A fallen leaf has somewhere to go and a process
that can receive it. At work, we often celebrate the act of delegation while giving less thought to the
process that will absorb uncertainty, resolve exceptions and return a trustworthy result.

Nature offers a useful prompt for design: what receives the handover?

O N   T H E   R E A D I N G   A N D   L I S T E N I N G   S H E L F

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1747252
https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/in-month/october/trees-shrubs
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/discover/nature/trees-plants/facts-about-fungi
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R E S E A R C H

When AI works, employees worry
Published 24 September. Read it for its proposed link between delegation, vigilance and recovery, keeping its
observational limits in view.
READ, LISTEN OR WATCH �

R E S E A R C H

The end of boundaries
Published in Human Relations on 8 September. Interviews with 42 UK professionals explore how expectations
of constant responsiveness affect attention and recovery. Consider who sets those expectations in an
organisation. The link opens the free accepted manuscript.
READ, LISTEN OR WATCH �

B O O K

The Unaccountability Machine, Dan Davies
Its account of how responsibility can disappear inside complex procedures offers a wider systems perspective on
delegation.
READ, LISTEN OR WATCH �

P O D C A S T

Guy Winch on preventing burnout
From TED’s Fixable. Listen for the parts of a person’s identity that may receive little expression during the
working day.

V I D E O

How to turn off work thoughts during your free time
Guy Winch’s 12-minute TED talk. Pair it with the newer AI study and ask which worries an individual can
settle, and which require a clearer system of responsibility.
READ, LISTEN OR WATCH �

A N   E M E R G I N G   I D E A :   W O R K   T H A T   F E E L S   S A F E L Y   H E L D

Recovery may depend partly on whether work feels safely held elsewhere.

We often discuss switching off as an individual skill. The recent research invites an organisational question
too: can someone leave a task knowing when it will be checked, who can act and how a problem will reach
them? That may matter especially as AI systems continue processing work beyond the human working day.
This is a proposition to test rather than a settled conclusion.

T H I N K   A N D   C R E A T E :   A   P R O M P T   F O R   Y O U R   O W N   W R I T I N G

Begin with a moment when you handed something over but kept carrying it mentally. Describe what you
were waiting for. Was it evidence of progress, permission to intervene, confidence in the other person, or
certainty about the result?

Then widen the scene to a workplace using AI. What would have allowed its people to put the work down
for the evening?

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1914119/full
https://eprints.bournemouth.ac.uk/42371/1/The%20End%20of%20Boundaries.pdf
https://profilebooks.com/work/the-unaccountability-machine/
https://www.ted.com/talks/guy_winch_how_to_turn_off_work_thoughts_during_your_free_time
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P A U S E   A N D   N O T I C E :   R E F L E C T I V E   J O U R N A L

What am I still watching over because the handover never acquired a clear ending?

T H I S   W E E K ' S   E X P E R I M E N T :   D E S I G N   O N E   T R U S T W O R T H Y   H A N D O V E R

Choose one small recurring task that you hand over. Before doing so, write down:

● who owns the result

● when you will review it

● what would trigger an earlier intervention

● what counts as finished

Check at the agreed point. Notice whether the clarity changes how often the task enters your thoughts.
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A  F I N A L  T H O U G H T

Saving effort changes a task. Creating a trustworthy handover changes the
experience of carrying it.

WORK SMART IS THE MEANS. LIVING WELL IS THE POINT.

Vanessa Aradia
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