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The Zeigarnik Effect
Why unfinished things stay psychologically “open”

An unanswered message, a half-finished task, a conversation left hanging: unfinished things can keep tugging at our attention.

Psychologists call these open loops. Understanding them can help you close what you can, and set down what you can’t.

01 Open loops and two ways to close them

my mind
being tugged

unanswered email

half-finished project

unresolved conversation

appointment to book

O P E N  L O O P S C L O S I N G  A  L O O P

Finish it
or do the next small part

Plan it
a specific plan can close it for now

02 What the research says a famous idea, with an honest update
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The original finding

Bluma Zeigarnik reported that people
remembered interrupted tasks better than
finished ones, as if unfinished goals held a kind of
tension.
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A more careful picture

A meta-analysis found no reliable memory
advantage for unfinished tasks, but a clear
tendency to want to resume them.
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Planning helps

Experiments suggest that making a specific plan
for an unfinished goal can reduce how much it
intrudes on attention.

03 My open loops list what’s tugging at you

O P E N  LO O P H O W  M U C H  I T
P U LLS

N E X T  S M ALL S T E P W H E N  /  W H E R E D O N E ?

0 · · · · · 10 closed

0 · · · · · 10 closed

0 · · · · · 10 closed

0 · · · · · 10 closed

04 Ways to close, or quiet, a loop

Write it down

Get it out of your head and onto one trusted list.

Make a specific plan

Decide what, when and where. A plan can quiet the
mental tug.

Do the next small part

Two minutes of action can shrink a loop
considerably.

Park it on purpose

“Not now, I’ll return on Friday.” A conscious pause,
not avoidance.

Set a review time

A weekly check-in lets loops wait without constant
reminders.

Accept some loops stay open

Grief, uncertainty and some relationships can’t
simply be finished.

05 Reflection bring this to your next session

Which open loop pulls at me most, and why

might that be?

What would “closed enough for now” look like? Is there a loop I may need to accept, rather

than finish?

A gentle note. Some loops, such as grief, an unresolved relationship or a painful memory, can’t be neatly finished. If one keeps pulling at you, it may need support
and acceptance rather than completion. That’s a good thing to explore in therapy.
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