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Stop all that multitasking,

Multitaskers of the world unite!
You have nothing te lese but vour
mistaken belief that answering your e-
miail while ealculating your quartecly
figures, all the while sefting up a con-
ference call and munching a tuna fish
sandwich, makes vou a modem-day

efficiency machine.

According to a study released last
wesk by the American Psychological
Association, multitasking carries a
hidden cost, both time and efficiency.
The more complex the task, the high-
erthe cost, Productivity can actually
o down as a result of rying fo do sev-
eral things at once.

“In some cases, you could be wast-
ing your emplover's fime,” warms
Joshua Rubinstein, who co-authored
the study published in the Jourmal OF
Experirental Psychology,

This discovery hits not only every
business, but every household.

I have always been amused, for ex-
ample, by the fact that my hushand,
who runs his own business, seems in-
capable of doing more than one thing
at a time. Even when he ties his shoe-
laces in the moming, [ see that for one
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nanosecond, the full foree of his con-
siderable intellect is focused on a task
that 1, on the other hand, perform
while talking on my headset phone
and mentally rewniting an article.

in fact, like most working mothers
wha think they invented multitasking,
T've always been smug about my abils-
ry 1o, 5ay, take a business call while
feeding the kids. (Without, of course,
yelling at an unsuspecting editor
“There's nothing wrong with that pas-
ta; o eat 1)

BEut, apparently, without getting into
scary terms such as "prefrontal lobe
capacity.” our brains reed tme (o

switch from one activity to another. If
we constantly “toggle” between activ-
ities, we never get up to flying speed
or efficiency. People lose concentra-
tion when they switch tasks, some-
rimes up to L0 minutes at a time.

‘You mean there's a regson we all
feel like we have ADD {attention defi-
cit disorder)?" asks one woman who
runs her own marketing business. She
confesses that sometimes, at theend
of the day, "I feel as though T haven't
done anything all that well,™

This study will obviously come as a
relief to her and to the rest of us, make
or female, frapped in the multitask
lane of life, Bosses routinely require
us to do it all, trens constantly talk on
line while dolng their homework, and
most of us, in the middle of a serious
phone call, have heard the ubiquitous
tap tap tap of the other person's com-
puter keys. Hello? Is anyone out there
still concentrating on a single task at &
single time?

“We may be reaching the outer lim-
its of our multitasking abilities,” con-
firms David Meyer, a professor of psy-
chology at the University of Michigan

study suggests

anvd co-author of the repart.

The response to the study has been
overwhelming, he adds, possibly be-
cause “most people are beginning to
throw up their hands when confront-
ed with yet another task that needs do-
ing right away, and say, what the hell
arm [ going to do now?”

One of the ironies of our modemn

. age is that the technological devices

created to make us more efficient —
cellphones, Palm Pilots, the Internet
— have almost forced us into the mul-
titasking mode, The result is serious
overload.

It hasn't taken us all that long to re-
allze the more extreme implications of
this, The hue and cry over celiphone
use while deiving will only grow loud-
er as the crashes created by inatten-
tion increase. Hands-free phones are
no solution, wams Meyer, because
you're still losing an alarming amount
of focus by talking while driving.

But what of the much vaunted ability
of the wired younger generation to ab-
sorh it all and do it all simultaneouwsly?

] have to tell you, that's wrong,”™
says Meyer. Even the teens in his

study whao did their homewwork while
doing something else were less affi-
cient than they might have been.

The study was conducted in the ear-
byt 1990s but was held up in the review
process. So, it’s fair to ask whether

any new reseanch shows that, inthe

face of all the technological changes,
we may be able to rewire our brains to
do more multitasking.

Nope, says Meyer. It's time we faced
up to-our limitations. The developers
of even newer technology toys might
want to take that into consideration.

If , a5 we become more ed-
ucated about what the brain can and
cannot do, we may end up gaining
new respect for people who take the
time to do one thing well before mov-
ing on to another task.

You mean there's a reason why my
hushand's shoelaces stay tied all day,
while mine need retying? Encugh with
the togghing,

Judith Thmson s column Funs every
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