
 The Organized Mind

Thinking Straight in the Age of Information Overload

By Daniel J. Levitin



Imagine making faster decisions, remembering 
where to find every item you ever put down, never 
missing another appointment, and using your 
powers of imagination to create solutions no one 
else has thought of.

These capabilities reside in our brains. But 
because we’re bombarded with so much 
information and don’t have a method for handling 
it, we end up fighting a losing battle.

Daniel Levitin, a cognitive psychologist and 
neuroscientist, offers a series of steps to help us 
manifest those capabilities by organizing how we 
behave in our personal and business lives.

The Scale of the Challenge

Every day, we’re confronted with scores of 
decisions, while the number of choices from which 
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we can select has skyrocketed.

For example, in the past 40 years the number of 
items stocked by the average supermarket has 
soared from 9,000 to 40,000 - yet most of our 
needs are met by just 150 products.

In 2011, Americans took in five times as much 
information as they did in 1986, with each of us 
processing 100,000 words every day - just in our 
leisure time. And, on average, we each have the 
equivalent of half a million books stored on our 
computers.

“Our brains do have the ability to process the 
information we take in,” says Levitin, “but at a cost: 
We can have trouble separating the trivial from 
the important, and all this information processing 
makes us tired.”

Despite the complexity and immense potential 
of the brain, we have a strict limitation on our 
processing power - in computer parlance, the 



equivalent of 120 bits per second.

Listening to one person calls for processing 60 
bits per second, so we struggle to understand two 
people at once, let alone perform other tasks while 
someone is speaking.

So it’s no wonder that we do so much on autopilot, 
leaving our unconscious mind to perform routine 
tasks, like putting down the car keys when we 
enter the house and dumping the groceries as we 
race to answer the phone. 

...Now, where did we put those keys?

Externalizing

You’d know where those keys were if you had a 
key rack at the front door that you always used. 
That’s because you would have offloaded the task 
of location finding from your brain to the external 
environment



In business, managers delegate the thousand-
and-one things they need to do and remember by 
relying on others – like assistants, direct reports, 
secretaries - to tell them what needs to be done 
and when, or to carry out actions on their behalf.

Finding your keys and arriving at your next 
business appointment on time and properly 
briefed may seem a million miles apart as tasks 
but their successful execution both rely on the 
same function - externalizing what needs to be 
remembered.

It’s not that we need to take in less information but 
that we need to have systems for organizing it.

“People have devised dozens of ways to do 
this, physical reminders in their homes, cars, 
offices, and throughout their lives to shift the 
burden of remembering from their brains to their 
environment.”

There’s the key rack, for example, or leaving your 



umbrella by the front door after hearing a rainy-day 
weather forecast. But externalizing also includes 
design features in everyday products so we don’t 
have to remember how to use them. For example, 
the telephone handset on your desk is designed 
so that you know how to pick it up, and doors have 
push plates or handles so you know which way 
they open.

Cognitive experts call these mental aids 
affordances.

Another organizing technique is categorization - 
the use of single concepts that embrace multiple 
items and ideas. For example, we use terms like 
“animals” or “writing implements” to cover a huge 
range of individual organisms and objects, whose 
behaviors and functions, in very general terms, 
resemble each other.

In business, we might use categorization to sort 
and prioritize tasks, for example creating piles of 



documents according to “must do now,” “more 
information needed” and “trash.”

This ability to group things together is a way 
of economizing on brain power and avoiding 
unnecessary detail when a general description 
will suffice. It lies at the root of all filing systems, 
enabling us to retrieve relevant information quickly. 
You don’t have to remember where a document 
is if you know which category it belongs to - and 
use an alphabetic filing system (another form of 
categorization).

A simple application of categorizing and 
externalizing that you could use every day is 
to carry a stack of 3 x 5 index cards, on which 
you write down thoughts and reminders as they 
occur to you wherever you go. By doing this, you 
clear your mind of distracting “must remember” 
thoughts, conserving valuable mental energy. At 
the end of the day, you can sort the cards into 



categories, perhaps organized by time, activity, or 
the person to whom they will be passed.

Even though this seems a somewhat old-
fashioned idea, Levitin notes that it’s still a popular 
and practical approach, more flexible than a smart 
phone perhaps, used by some highly successful 
people.

Organizing Our Homes

Most of us live in a cluttered world. Three out of 
four of us have garages that are too full to put a 
car into them. We have so much, in fact, that we 
feel the task of organizing might be beyond us. But 
it’s not. Here are a few simple externalizing tips.

• Use cognitive prosthetics - devices like the 
key rack mentioned earlier. Use the rule of the 
designated place where an item is always 
stored, to avoid losing things.



• Create simple affordances to speed things 
up. For instance, if your DVDs are already 
organized into a specific order and you 
want to be able to quickly return one you 
just removed, pull the one to the left of it out 
slightly when you remove it.

• If you regularly use an item - scissors for 
instance - in different parts of the home, then 
have a pair in each room.

• The same goes for reading glasses - or wear 
them on a tether around your neck.

• Keep things visible that you use regularly and 
put the rest away.

• Move clothes you wear infrequently to a spare 
closet.

• Use your cellphone to take photos of your 
passport, insurance, driver’s license and other 
critical documents you may be prone to lose.



• Attach specialized tools to the device they’re 
intended for - for example, an adjustment 
wrench for your exercise bike.

• Create a system of “storehouses” for different 
categories of similar items - for example 
different sized nuts and bolts - and label them.

Organization also applies to our digital world. It 
makes sense, Levitin says, to try to use different 
computing devices for different jobs - from playing 
games to doing the household accounts, for 
example. 

He says this exploits the brain’s natural style for 
memory storage - by having different areas for 
different functions. We use the same computer 
screen for so many different tasks, it’s no wonder 
we can’t remember where everything is, he 
argues.

“This advice is probably a luxury for a select few,” 
he adds, “but soon it will be possible as the cost 



of computers goes down: If you can, it’s helpful 
to have one device dedicated to one domain of 
things.

“Instead of using your computer for watching 
videos and listening to music, have a dedicated 
media device (iPod, iPad). Have one computer for 
personal business (checking accounts and taxes) 
and a second computer for personal and leisure 
activities…And a third computer for work.”

Where this isn’t feasible, try to set up multiple 
desktops on a single device under different 
names. Most computer operating systems allow 
for custom visual set-up and program availability 
based on login name, so it’s possible to create a 
multi-functional computer on a single device.

Should you digitize all your paperwork? The 
author is somewhat ambivalent on this, pointing 
out that paper has some advantages over digital 
formats because the latter may change causing 



documents to be inaccessible. For example, 
certain computer document formats that existed a 
few years ago are no longer in use so present-day 
programs can’t open them. Similarly, many current 
computers can no longer access earlier hardware 
storage formats like floppy disks.

Also, computers and the documents they store 
may become vulnerable to a virus.

On the other hand, digital documents may be 
easier to retrieve, even without a well-organized 
filing system, through a simple computerized 
search function, which can’t be replicated with 
paper.

The solution might be to use digital storage but 
to regularly monitor changes in file formats and 
update them accordingly, or even keep an old 
computer and software to allow you to retrieve 
legacy documents.

And if you’re overwhelmed by email in your inbox, 



here’s a thought: Declare email bankruptcy. 
Delete, or preferably, archive old emails and either 
wait to see what happens or write to your key 
contacts and explain what you’ve done, asking 
them to write again if they have an important issue 
to discuss.

It’s also critical to avoid email dominating your life, 
by setting aside certain times of the day to catch 
up, and avoid using it at other times.

Focus and Time Organization
In several parts of the book the author raises the 
idea of multitasking - the notion that we can do two 
things at once. In fact, what we really do, is rapidly 
switch from one task to another and back again. 
It’s a stress-inducing deception that is detrimental 
to our cognitive performance.

“Multitasking by definition disrupts the kind of 
sustained thought usually necessary for problem 



solving and for creativity,” the author writes.

You can improve your ability to focus and make 
the best use of your time by:

• Grouping similar chores together and doing 
them in one session - like paying your 
household bills.

• Avoiding getting sidetracked - for instance, 
resist the temptation to reorganize your closet 
in the middle of your house-cleaning task.

• Ensuring you get sufficient sleep. A good 
night’s sleep more than doubles the likelihood 
that you’ll solve a problem requiring insight. 
Go to bed at the same time every night and 
wake up at the same time every morning. 
Sleep in a cool, dark room, covering windows 
if necessary to keep out the light.

• Taking naps - but no longer than 40 minutes, 
after which they become counterproductive. 
10-minute power naps can significantly 



increase your productivity.

• Avoiding procrastination. Do the least 
pleasant jobs first in your day.

• Avoiding distraction by setting aside a time 
when you switch off your phone, email and 
browsers, and identifying a particular location 
that allows you to focus on a task.

It’s also important to take breaks from any highly 
focused activity, like simply walking around once 
every 90 minutes or scheduling a daily physical 
activity such as regular exercise.

Decision Making and Health

The hundreds of decisions we make every day are 
based either on experience or information, which 
we use to calculate probabilities of the outcome 
that, in turn, inform the decision-making process.

For the hardest decisions, we must search for and 



organize critical information to calculate those 
probabilities. This is critically important when we 
make decisions about our health, which is a focus 
of a large section of the book.

Many of us have been in a situation where we 
experience a particular health symptom and fear 
the worst - for example a sore throat leads us to 
conclude we have the flu. The probability of this, 
of course, is extremely low. We ignored the fact 
that that only a tiny proportion of people with sore 
throats have the flu.

Organizing our decisions requires that we 
combine this basic information with other relevant 
diagnostic information. For example, we might 
increase the probability factor if we ask: “What’s 
the likelihood that this sore throat indicates the flu, 
given that three days ago I visited someone who 
had the flu?”

We may not know the number but we know that 



the probability has just increased significantly.

In the medical arena, this is critical because all too 
often we’re not given all the facts.

“Take cardiac bypass surgery,” says the author. 
“There are 500,000 performed in the United States 
every year. What is the evidence that it is helpful? 
Randomized clinical trials show no survival benefit 
in most patients who had undergone the surgery.”

Additionally, he says, we aren’t always told about 
the side effects. So, for instance, in the case of 
prostate cancer, prostate removal benefits just one 
in 48 men because it’s a slow moving disease. But 
the chances of suffering gruesome side effects are 
much higher, so that Levitin concludes you’re 24 
times more likely to be harmed by the side effects 
of prostate surgery than helped by the cure.

Take some time to make decisions about your 
health, and consider it from a mathematical 
perspective, he advises.



Daydreaming
At various points in the book, Levitin refers to 
the process he calls daydreaming. His meaning 
probably doesn’t fit most people’s definition of the 
term because he views it as a highly productive 
activity in an organized world.

Although the brain is incredibly complex, with tiny 
regions each responsible for individual tasks and 
functions, it has two principal operating modes: a 
sort of executive management, CEO mode, and a 
relaxed state - the daydreaming mode - where we 
switch off and allow our minds to wander.

“This distinctive and special brain state is marked 
by the flow of connections among disparate 
ideas and thoughts, and a relative lack of barriers 
between senses and concepts,” Levitin explains. 
“It also can lead to great creativity and solutions to 
problems that seemed unsolvable.”

In fact, he suggests that daydreaming and mind 



wandering are a natural state of the brain that 
we revert to when we’re not engaged in a task. It 
often hijacks our consciousness when we become 
bored.

“The relaxation phase is crucial,” he tells us. 
“That’s why so many insights happen during warm 
showers.”

When we remove ourselves from the pressures of 
day-to-day activity, we often encounter solutions 
to difficult problems we had previously been 
struggling with during a period of focus.

For instance, there’s a famous story about pop 
legend John Lennon who had wrestled for five 
hours to write a new song without success. The 
moment he gave up and switched his mind off, he 
came upon the idea for the song Nowhere Man, 
which he wrote in a matter of minutes.

So the author wants to encourage us to make 
opportunities to switch off and daydream, as a 



counterbalance to the rigors of the dominant CEO 
mode adopted by our brain.

Levitin writes: “The history of science and culture 
is filled with stories of how many of the greatest 
scientific and artistic discoveries occurred while 
the creator was not thinking about what he 
was working on, not consciously anyway—the 
daydreaming mode solved the problem for him.

In the see-saw of attention, Western culture 
overvalues the central executive mode, and 
undervalues the daydreaming mode.”

Evaluating

Another recurring theme in this book is the 
importance of organizing information by checking 
your facts.

It applies to health decision-making, as previous 
discussed, but it’s also fundamental to the 



management of the huge flow of data that 
permeates our minds every day.

When you think of it, a piece of information that 
might previously have taken half a day to uncover, 
involving perhaps a trip to the library, can be 
retrieved in seconds via the Internet.

In a sense, this information has been externalized. 
We no longer need to remember it because it’s 
always instantly available.

But there’s another side to this coin.

The plethora of information may not always 
be trustworthy. Take, for example, the social 
enterprise we know as Wikipedia. It’s a fantastic 
undertaking in terms of the scope of information 
it seeks to provide, but it can be written or edited 
by anyone. Not only do you not have to be an 
expert, but you can actually alter the contribution 
of someone who is.

Elsewhere online, we have a whole army of 



amateur “journalists” reporting events and 
activities, often with little regard for accuracy or 
fact-checking.

We live in a world where, as one observer put it, 
there’s a “lack of respect for expertise.”

So it’s important for us to question the source 
and reliability of information and check multiple 
sources to ensure we get dependable data.

Equally crucial is that these skills should be taught 
in our schools today.

Because information has been externalized, the 
author questions the value of traditional teaching. 
The data we need is always readily at hand and 
the true skill required today is being able to discern 
the truth from the available information.

He writes: “This has to be what we teach our 
children: how to evaluate the hordes of information 
that are out there, to discern what is true and what 
is not, to identify biases and half-truths, and to 



know how to be critical, independent thinkers. 

In short, the primary mission of teachers must 
shift from the dissemination of raw information 
to training a cluster of mental skills that revolve 
around critical thinking.”

Conclusion

Being organized is a far more important trait in our 
fast-moving, information-saturated world than ever 
before.

There is simply too much to remember - and the 
flow is increasing.

We can meet this challenge by:

• Externalizing - knowing how to dump what 
we’re trying to remember out of our brains into 
the outside world, using a range of tools and 
techniques that can do the memorizing for us

• Focusing - abandoning the idea of multi-



tasking and learning how to avoid distractions 
so we can concentrate on the important stuff

• Daydreaming - learning how to exploit our 
creative talent by letting our minds wander; 
and

• Evaluating - knowing how best to use 
available information to arrive at the right 
decisions. 

“Getting organized can bring us all to the next 
level in our lives” says Daniel Levitin. “It’s the 
human condition to fall prey to old habits. We must 
consciously look at areas of our lives that need 
cleaning up, and then methodically and proactively 
do so. And then keep doing it.”


