What People Are Saying About Conquer CyberOverload
"Great tactical advice for businesses large and small that are coping with the distractions of the digital age." -- Seth W. Hall, Vice President, Customer Service, Philadelphia Insurance Companies
Lots of great hints that help me manage the stress of my overflowing inbox.
-- Joan Gilman, Director of Special Industry Programs, University of Wisconsin School of Business
"A fascinating way to show hyper-distracted people that you can do more if you do less." -- Julie Fagan, M. D., Clinical Services Chief, University of Wisconsin Hospital and Clinics.
"It is fantastic! It's just what the doctor ordered for me right now! I love the way you've written everything in a simple, straightforward way that I can easily grasp. Your neuroscience knowledge is impeccable and tremendously helpful in driving home your points." -- Barbara Oakley, Ph.D., Professor , Bio-engineering expert and author of Evil Genes.
This easy-to-read book is full of convincing ways to deal with cyberoverload with sound life-balance principles. -- Ellen Hankes, professional organizer.
Excellent Advice for Living and De-Stressing in the Digital Age -- Charlene Rubush, author of Win Over PTSD
This book will help you and your brain thrive in cyberspace, by giving you practical strategies to help you:
Stay connected without being a slave to your gadgets,
Creatively use the infinite array of information at your fingertips without being overwhelmed
Get more done but have more time to relax, and
Reduce the stress that the digital world contributes to your too-busy lifestyle
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Preface: Why I Wrote This Book
All right. I admit it. I’m a recovering cyber-addict. Actually, my addiction to media started well before cyberspace. As early as my teenage years, I always wanted to have the TV or radio on, even when I was doing homework. By the time I started studying media effects in graduate school, people were concerned about what television and movies were doing to kids. They worried whether media violence made kids more aggressive or caused them to lose sleep; they wondered about the effects that advertising was having on children’s values and eating habits; and they studied how educational television could foster healthy attitudes and help children learn. Over the course of my career, much of my research has dealt with these issues.
People are still discussing these themes, but by the time I had my own child, it wasn’t just “old media” that concerned parents and researchers. Kids suddenly had access to computers, the Internet, cell phones, video games, and more. I found myself urging my teenage son not to spend too much time with fantasy sports, MySpace, and instant messaging, but as the offerings of the Internet exploded, I ended up competing with him for computer time. I became hooked on email and Internet surfing, and they took up more and more of my time. And as my son became an adult, and as the Internet, email, and smartphones came to increasingly dominate the lives of my friends and colleagues, I decided to broaden my research focus to look at the impact of the digital revolution on adults as well. My background of studying social, cognitive, and physiological psychology put me in a good position to understand the exciting advances that have been occurring in information processing and neuroscience.
I founded Your Mind on Media to provide keynotes and workshops to businesses and associations whose members are struggling to balance their desire to receive information, entertainment, and connectedness from cyberspace with their need to remain creative, productive, and psychologically healthy. My two most popular presentations, “You’ve Got (too much) Mail! – Preserving Productivity Under Information Overload,” and “This is Your Mind on Media – Staying Sane in a Crazy Culture,” have hit a resounding chord in my audiences. People often contact me months after hearing me speak, saying how the things they learned from me changed both their personal and professional lives in important and useful ways.
But there is so much to say on these topics, and research in these areas is growing so fast that a book is necessary to supplement the materials I can communicate orally. Conquer CyberOverload has grown out of my desire to know more (and to communicate more) about how the brain works and about how people can use that knowledge to make their lives saner and more productive in the Internet age.
My career straddles the academic and professional communities. As a professional speaker, I know that audiences want information in easily digestible form that is delivered in ways that involve the audience and provide new insights. As a researcher, I know that anyone can make any claim, but that to be credible, claims need to be backed up by solid research evidence. To satisfy both concerns, I’ve written the book in an easily readable form, giving only enough information about research for the reader to understand the conclusions. But I have also included notes at the back to enable people to look up the studies I’m citing.
I wanted this book to be short and full of easily followed recommendations so that busy people would have the time to benefit from it. In my own life, I have adopted many of these strategies. Although I keep up with what I think is important, I am no longer constantly connected. I enjoy quiet times and find they are psychologically rejuvenating and intellectually nourishing. Cutting back on multitasking and task-switching has certainly improved my memory and allowed me to get much more done. And I feel that my creativity has flourished. I hope this book does the same for you.
* * * * *
Introduction
Are You Suffering from CyberOverload?
• Do you find yourself getting less done, now that you have constant access to limitless information?
• When you’re in the middle of a conversation or a meeting, is it difficult for you to not take that cell-phone call or check your Blackberry?
• When you’re trying to get something done, is it hard for you to stop going online to see the latest in what’s happening in the world?
• Do entertainment and news programs leave you feeling agitated and stressed out rather than informed and entertained?
• Are you so busy and so attached to technology that you don’t even have time to think?
In short, are your communication habits making you feel more connected and in control—or are they controlling YOU and stressing you out?
CyberOverload happens when our gadgets and constant electronic linkages interfere with our ability to lead the life we want. We may be so addicted to the Internet that we can’t accomplish what we want to do. We may be so overloaded with information that we can’t come up with new ideas when we’re trying to be creative. And we may be so stressed out from what we see in the media that our emotional and physical health suffer.
This book is about how we can overcome CyberOverload to enhance our productivity, our creativity, and our sanity, while still benefiting from the great gifts that technology has to offer.
Conquer CyberOverload is intended for several audiences:
• People who want to get more done at work, at home, or on the go
• Managers who want to motivate their employees toward greater productivity
• Creative types who want to increase their capacity for innovation
• Anyone who wants to balance their technological connectedness with their personal or professional goals
* * * * *
Chapter 1:
How The Digital Revolution Changed Everything
“The digital revolution is far more significant than the invention ofwriting or even of printing.”
—Computing pioneer Douglas Engelbart (inventor of the mouse)
You may be old enough to remember this… or it all may sound like ancient history. Once upon a time:
• If the phone rang and no one was there to answer it, you never knew about it unless they called back.
• The only mail that arrived came in envelopes once a day.
• Phones were only as mobile as the length of the cord that plugged them into the wall.
• If you wanted to know the answer to something, you had to have an encyclopedia or go to the library to check out books.
• You had to walk all the way across the living room to change the TV channel.
Clearly, we’re living in an entirely different world from the one I grew up in a half-century ago.
When I was a freshman in college, I wrote my papers with a pen on a yellow pad, and I used a manual typewriter to create a final copy. I had to learn to use a slide-rule to perform calculations in Chemistry. By the time I learned statistics in graduate school, twenty classmates and I had to share two slow mechanical calculators (with rows of numbered buttons like an old-fashioned cash register). I did have access to a computer, but I had to walk four blocks to feed my punch-cards into an IBM machine the size of a large building, and then come back the next day to pick up the printout of my results. I had to type my Ph.D. dissertation on a typewriter (by then, thankfully, it was an electric one). And I don’t even want to think about how difficult it was to correct an error in typing.
The Digital Dream
Today, just about everything I need is on my laptop. I can do data analyses in an instant that are more sophisticated than the ones an old IBM mainframe used to take a day to do. Word-processing has made creating and editing manuscripts incredibly easier. And I have access to information from all over the world. What’s more, that information is digitized, so I can learn what I want to know by just putting a word or phrase into a search engine. And these new devices provided by the digital revolution have also created a communication revolution. With our cell phones, laptops, and ipods, we’ve got everything at our fingertips. And we’re never alone because we can call, text, email, IM, social-network, and tweet each other endlessly.
The constant connectivity that our gadgets provide can be wonderful. Our cell phones can rescue us if our car breaks down on a lonely road at night [spoiling a classic premise for horror stories]; they can help us meet up with friends or colleagues at a huge event when our schedules change; and they can help us contact our teenage children when they’re not where we thought they’d be. With social networking, we can make new business contacts and stay connected or reconnect with friends and family from long ago. We can use the Internet to find everything we can think of, and with our smartphones and PDAs, we can command access to an infinite amount of information without even getting out of bed!
On the Other Hand…
But there’s a downside to this constant connectivity, and it certainly has become apparent in business. More and more, people are worrying that these marvelous technological advances have interfered with our creativity and productivity to an alarming extent. The term “cyberloafing” has been coined to describe the problem of employees’ engaging in recreational Internet surfing or personal messaging when they’re supposed to be working. But even motivated employees find their productivity decreasing as a function of distractions that have become unrelenting because of technology.
The management consulting firm BASEX estimates that unnecessary interruptions cost U. S. businesses $650 billion per year. This loss is considered such a crisis that companies like Microsoft, Intel and IBM formed the Information Overload Research Group (www.iorgforum.org) in 2008. IORG’s tag line is: “Reducing Information Pollution.” These businesses are aware of the irony that the very innovations they have introduced to increase productivity are becoming a huge obstacle to efficiency. And they are looking for solutions.
In the personal sphere, the problems of round-the-clock connectedness are seen every day. Many people lament the toll their technological devices take on their serenity and their personal relationships.
Several years ago my friend’s daughter, who worked for an investment bank, proudly showed me her wonderful new Blackberry, which was a perk of her job. One year later, that wonderful gadget had become her @%#*! Blackberry, because of the way it allowed her job to follow her everywhere and never let her relax.
People are looking for a variety of solutions. In 2008, a writer for the New York Times confessed to his “techno-addiction” and said he had instituted a “secular Sabbath”—one day a week in which he turns off all his electronic devices in order to reconnect with himself. Some people are talking about undergoing cyber-detox, trying to break their connection to technology for at least a short time. But breaking the techno-habit is not easy.
Why Cyber-Connectedness is So Addictive
A recent video documentary titled Disconnected asked three college students to give up their computers (and all computer use) for a month, and then followed them around to witness the effects. Although the students’ vows of disconnection caused disruptions in their classwork, what they said they missed the most was email, which was their Number 1 way of communicating with their friends. They also felt left out of what was happening because they knew that everybody else was online. Finally, they said they felt bored, because it had been their habit to use any free moment to check out what was going on in cyberspace.
Our cyber-connection tools have such a powerful hold on us because they meet some very basic needs that were met in other ways before these tools were invented. One need is a sense of belonging—we love to hear from our friends and family and other people we admire. A generation ago, people who were away at school or at camp would look forward to the time of day when the mail was sorted, and the people who received mail always felt better than those who did not. It made them feel important or loved, or at least recognized. Now, of course, we can have our antennae out for the electronic mail carriers every minute of the day.
Our gadgets are also enticing because curiosity is a major motivator. It is easy to pique our curiosity, and besides, we don’t want to be the last to know about some important (or even trivial) event of interest. And with the vast expanse of the Internet, there is always something new, and there is always something of interest.
Finally, people don’t like to be bored, and when there is such a ready antidote to boredom at your fingertips, getting rid of boredom is not a problem.
Understanding Our Brains
So what’s wrong with us? Why can’t we just adapt to these wonderful new tools—taking what they add to our social relationships, our knowledge, and our amusement without suffering unwanted side effects? Why do these tools sometimes reduce, rather than enhance our productivity and creativity, and why do they stress us out?
The answer can be found by understanding the way our brains work—what they can and cannot do and why some of the feats that technology is asking us to perform are so difficult. The contemporary human brain is very similar to the brain of homo sapiens who lived 40,000 years ago, who had to contend with a very different environment. Although it’s true that the connections in our brains are altered every time we learn something new, there are basic characteristics of the brain that have not changed in thousands of years. It turns out that it’s easier to modify our habits than to alter basic principles of how the mind works. The more we know about how the brain functions, then, the better we can learn to adapt our environment, including technology, to serve our needs the best.
* * * * *
Chapter 2:
“Now Where Was I…?”
Why Multitasking Is Counterproductive
“Mutlitasking is the art of distracting yourself from two things you’d rather not be doing by doing them simultaneously.”
—(Variously Attributed)
One effect of our powerful, portable electronic gadgets is that we’re multitasking much of the time. We’re checking our emails while talking on our cell phones; we’re balancing our checkbooks while watching TV; we’re web-surfing for news while we’re writing a memo. The possible combinations of tasks are endless. And we often don’t limit ourselves to two tasks.
Understanding Multitasking
In some ways our brains are always multitasking. Right now, your brain is making your heart pump blood, helping you breathe and digest your food, and performing many other functions that keep you alive and alert. These background tasks normally do not interfere with your ability to read this book or write an article or enjoy your favorite TV show. The reason there’s no conflict is that these brain activities do not require your conscious attention. There is no explicit information-processing or decision-making going on in your brain’s control of your digestion, for example. In fact, we can walk and chew gum at the same time because both of these activities are performed relatively automatically. We don’t usually have trouble walking and talking at the same time either: We can have an involved conversation with a friend or co-worker while taking a walk. However, if we get lost and suddenly have to figure out where we are or have to make a decision about where to turn, our conversation will take a back seat until we have safely returned to the right path and our walking is back on “auto-pilot.”
My first experience with the perils of multitasking came in high school, when I attempted to do two things at once that I thought should not conflict. I wanted to practice a poem that I had memorized for school, and I had to set my mother’s hair. Since I had the poem down pat and I had set my mother’s hair many times before, I thought I’d save time by practicing the poem out-loud while I put the rollers in my mother’s hair. This turned out to be totally impossible: The moment I’d reach for a roller, I’d completely lose those well-memorized words; and if I concentrated on the words, I couldn’t make any progress on her hair. I finally had to give up and do the two tasks separately. I remember this episode so well because it was so surprising. Since reciting a poem involves words only, and hair-setting involves no words, why should they conflict?
Experts in information-processing and brain researchers now know that our brains cannot focus attention on two things at once. Molecular biologist John Medina, who has written a wonderful book called Brain Rules, says “it is literally impossible for our brains to multitask when it comes to paying attention.” What is really happening when we seem to be multitasking is that we are rapidly switching our attention back and forth between tasks. When I use the term multitasking in this book, it will refer to attempts to do two or more things at once, but with this understanding that attention is being switched between the tasks.
What’s Involved in Task-Switching?
Our brains switch tasks a lot. In fact, our brains are designed in such a way that our attention is easily grabbed by something that quickly changes in our environment, and this has obvious survival value. When our species’ ancestors were living on the Savannas of Africa, if the image of a sabre-tooth tiger racing toward them hadn’t caught their attention, we wouldn’t be here today. With this involuntary attention we heed any sudden loud noise or flashy display. Advertisers know this, and that’s why television and other media are so full of rapidly changing images and sounds.
Our brains can also focus on relatively stable content for extended periods of time, but this directed attention takes much more controlled processing. Controlled attention is especially difficult in a noisy environment that’s full of distractions. The part of our brain that controls our attention is referred to as the “executive network,” and it is in the prefrontal cortex, a highly advanced part of our brain. The executive network determines not only what we pay attention to, but also what responses we inhibit in order to pay attention effectively. Under conditions of distraction, there’s a lot of work for the executive network to do.
In my productivity workshops, rather than focusing on how often people multitask or on how much money businesses lose because of multitasking, I allow the members of the audience to experience the challenges of multitasking themselves by walking them through a series of brain exercises.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/14014 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!