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Modern Americans Are Multitasking Their Minds Away

Man is evolving into a texting twit

By David Horsey/Los Angeles Times, March 14, 2012, 11:39 p.m.

Tuesday night, as the early vote counts were coming in from Alabama and Mississippi, I was on task. Or was I on multitask?

I sat in my living room. My MacBook Pro was on my lap and I was quickly composing tweets to send into an ongoing political discussion that appeared seconds later on the L.A. Times home page, which I also had up on my screen. Near at hand was my iPhone, on which I received text messages from my editor telling me to keep the comments coming. My iPad was also close so I could monitor email from other editors who had additional requests. I also used a remote control to switch among CNN, Fox and MSNBC on the TV across the room. Between tweets, I browsed political websites for more buzz about the unfolding campaign drama down South. And, in spare seconds, I began sketching out a cartoon.

In the midst of all this, my wife came into the room and asked me something. We talked. She walked away. And I realized I had no idea what she had just said.

What this small vignette suggests, besides the fact that I seem to be a walking advertisement for Apple products, is that there are both thrills and perils in the multitasking universe so many of us now inhabit.

Arguably, what I was doing Tuesday night was actually just one task with many facets. It was a crazy, fast-paced, enjoyable challenge -- sort of like speed-dating. But I did zone out that conversation with my wife and eventually failed to keep up with the email thread from the newsroom. The cartoon did not get very far until I stopped tweeting and gave it my full attention. So, here’s the question: Is multitasking a productive way to do many things at once or an exhausting way to distract ourselves from doing any one thing well?

In a blog for the Harvard Business Review, author and CEO Tony Schwartz argues that we are all burning ourselves out by spending "too many continuous hours juggling too many things at the same time."

Schwartz describes the world we now inhabit, in which participants in business meetings pretend to pay attention while simultaneously scanning emails and sending texts. Of course, that's not the scene in offices alone. Check out the contemporary dinner table, grocery checkout line, classroom or even romantic dinner date. More often than not, you’ll see someone with his or her head inclined toward a cellphone with fingers tapping out a message, as if the text recipient is far more important than the real, live person mere inches away.

Aside from what this may do to personal relationships, there’s a big productivity cost in trying to do too many things at once, Schwartz contends.

"In part, that's a simple consequence of splitting your attention, so that you're partially engaged in multiple activities but rarely fully engaged in any one," he writes. "In part, it's because when you switch away from a primary task to do something else, you’re increasing the time it takes to finish that task by an average of 25%. But most insidiously, it's because if you're always doing something, you're relentlessly burning down your available reservoir of energy over the course of every day, so you have less available with every passing hour."

Schwartz says employers need to encourage employees to pay attention in meetings, take breaks between tasks, turn off email from time to time, stop eating lunch at desks and take real, non-working vacations. All of us, he says, need to fully focus on the task at hand for a defined period of time and then give ourselves a break for reflection and renewal. The result of this? We will get more done and stay healthier.

I have to admit, I enjoy a day where a thousand things are happening at once and there’s no time to do anything but charge ahead. But that’s different from a day of hopping from one distraction to another. That’s just another form of procrastination.

A couple times a year I head to Montana, where I spend whole days doing one thing: moving cattle on horseback. A lot goes on while performing that task, but the goal is simple, move the cows from here to there. There are no cellphones, no computers, no TVs, no incoming messages telling me about 20 other things I need to do. Physically, it’s exhausting; mentally, it’s rejuvenating.

I don’t mind our modern world. I like a fast pace. I love all the gadgets Steve Jobs has invented for me and all the things I can do with them. But Schwartz is right; every so often, we need to put down the electronic tools and open up to the breeze in our hair, the sun on our back and the wide blue sky that is as limitless as our minds.
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