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ONE THING  
AT A TIME
Not so long ago, multitasking was 
de rigueur for those wishing to get 
ahead. But it seems the monotaskers 
among us have been working more 
effectively all along  

‘I want to lengthen, not shorten, my attention span, and 
most of the material splendours of the 21st century bully 

me in the opposite direction’  

PHILIP CONNORS

Here’s a question. How often do you focus on one task, seeing it 
through from beginning to end without being distracted? If you 
are anything like me, the answer is likely to be rarely. Instead, 
the chances are you are in a permanent state of multitasking – 
eating lunch while catching up with work emails, walking while 
texting or checking Facebook notifications while talking to 
friends or family.

It’s the modern thing – trying to cram a long list of to-dos into 
don’t really have time. For those who seem to manage this feat, 
this all-dancing, all-singing, plate-spinning, walking-talking 
ability can become a badge of honour, sitting proudly at the top 
of their CV.

The reality, however, is that multitasking is an illusion, a 
myth. It also compromises all the activities you think you are 
doing. According to neuroscientists, the human brain is not 
wired to handle multiple complex tasks simultaneously. It is 
best when mono – or unitasking – tackling one job at a time. 
When you think you’re multitasking, you’re sequential tasking 
– switching rapidly from one thing to another, a process that 
makes you less efficient and, ultimately, scatter-brained. 

Earl Miller, a professor of neuroscience at The Picower 
Institute for Learning and Memory at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT) and a world leader on divided 
attention, explained this in Fortune’s Tools of the Trade series. 
‘Humans have a very limited capacity for simultaneous thought 
and can only hold a little bit of information in the mind at any 

single moment. When people toggle between tasks, it often feels 
seamless – but in reality, it requires a series of small shifts.’

Each time your brain goes through that switching process, 
says Professor Miller, ‘there is a cognitive price to pay’ – that 
price being a loss in productivity and creativity, because you 
need to expend valuable mental energy refocusing when you 
return to the activity you interrupted. Switching also drains 
your creativity. He adds that innovative thinking comes from 
extended concentration, from being able to follow a thought 
through a network of new paths. If you are constantly jumping 
from one thing to another, you will never get far enough down 
any road to stumble upon your eureka moment.

Room for error 
Dr Daniel Levitin, professor of psychology and neuroscience 
at Montreal’s McGill University and author of The Organized 
Mind, Thinking Straight in the Age of Information Overload, is 
unequivocal about the effects of trying to keep more than 
one plate in the air. ‘Fractionating’ your attention means 
you overload your brain with ‘separate projects that have 
separate start times and separate monitoring processes… the 
neurobiological impact of all that switching is that you deplete 
the very neurochemicals you need to focus.’ 

Multitasking uses up brain fuel and leaves it running on 
empty, increasing the likelihood of making mistakes by up to 
100 per cent (depending on what you’re doing). Interruptions of 

SIX STEPS TO MORE 
EFFECTIVE MONOTASKING

1 Turn off the tech 
A survey by Nottingham Trent University found that 

participants checked their phone 85 times a day, amounting 
to five hours usage. Treat your mobile as the enemy of 
monotasking. Switch it off until you are ready for a break or, if 
you’re not prepared to do that, turn off notifications or use an 
app-blocker. 

2 Set aside time to monotask
If you have an important job to do, give yourself enough 

time to make a decent start on it – at least 15 minutes to begin 
with and longer as your attention span increases. Think about 
your day and schedule your monotasking for when you are 
least likely to be interrupted. It’s no good starting a project five 
minutes before you have to leave the house. 

3 Clear your work area 
Your physical environment can be as distracting as your 

virtual one so keep your workspace clear. Remember your brain 
has a novelty bias – that new CD or magazine sitting on your 
desk may be all it needs to lead you astray.

4 Clustertask
Tackle your emails in 15-minute chunks three or four times 

a day. Professor Nass says checking email has nothing to do 
with being efficient and all to do with running away from the 
job in hand, which is bad for your brain. When you clustertask 
emails, you consolidate the time you would spend answering 
them individually into one activity, thereby turning emailing 
from a distraction into a monotask.

5 Do not disturb
It’s that old destructive demon distraction again, this time 

in the form of family members and colleagues. If you have 
something you need to do, let people know ahead of time and 
ask them not to disturb you. 

6 Take a break or even have a nap
Enough is sometimes enough. If you really have reached 

the limit of your concentration, take a break (that means a 
walk, a run, or a nap, not going onto Facebook or watching 
your favourite box set). Dr Levitin advises taking 15 minutes 
off every couple of hours to rest and refuel your brain. He 
states that a 10- or 15-minute nap during the day is roughly 
equivalent to 90 minutes’ extra sleep the night before and 
potentially raises your effective IQ by 10 points. 

just a couple of seconds, that is the time it takes for a person  
to scan a text or email, doubled the error rate among a group  
of 300 participants who were doing sequence-based tests for  
a 2013 study by Michigan State University.

It makes sense when you think about it. If a computer has 
too many applications running, the wheel of doom invariably 
appears, spinning around, leaving the underlying operating 
system unable to function. That’s your brain. Multitasking 
puts it into the wheel-of-doom mode. Research from Stanford 
University showed that chronic multitaskers consistently 
underperformed their monotasking peers in a series of 
tests that assessed paying attention, memory and switching 
efficiently between tasks. The late Clifford Nass, professor of 
communication at Stanford and an expert on how humans 
interact with technology, said the findings revealed that ‘people 
who chronically multitask show an enormous range of deficits. 
They’re basically terrible at all sorts of cognitive task, including 
multitasking. They’re terrible at ignoring irrelevant information, 
they’re terrible at keeping information in their head nicely and 
neatly organised… they’re pretty much mental wrecks.’

‘Sugar-coated tasks’
To sum up, multitasking saps your energy, your creativity, 
your productivity and your ability to concentrate. It can also 
be dangerous. For anyone who confidently catches up with 
phone calls via hands-free while driving, for instance, cognitive 
neuroscientist Dr David Strayer, who has been studying 
distracted driving for more than a decade, has this advice. ‘If you 
talk on a phone while driving, the odds of having a crash are four 
times higher than if you’re not talking. That’s basically the same 
odds as if you’re legally drunk. If doesn’t matter if it is hands-free 
or not. Cognitively, you’re just as distracted.’

But breaking the pattern of multitasking may be more difficult 
than imagined. Professor Nass explained how the brain was 
‘plastic but not elastic’. If your brain has become used to darting 
from one job to another it may prove difficult to get it back into 
shape. Added to this, the prefrontal cortex – the very part of 
the brain needed to stick to a task  – has, what Dr Levitin calls, 
a ‘novelty bias’. Its attention, he says ‘can be easily hijacked by 
something new’. Each time you answer the phone, or send an 
email, you tweak the novelty-seeking, reward-seeking centres 
of the brain, causing a burst of feel-good endorphins. ‘Instead 
of reaping the big rewards that come from sustained, focused 
effort, you end up with empty rewards from a thousand little 
sugar-coated tasks.’

It seems the future will lie with those who can monotask. I’d 
like to be one of them. Willpower will help me, but it’s unlikely to 
be enough. Temptation (my smartphone) will have to be removed 
and habits will have to change. I’ll give it my full attention.
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