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Neuroscience Provides
Clues To Organization
By Jena McGregor
The Washington Post
Monday, September 15, 2014
(Published in print: Monday, September 15, 2014)
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conventional wisdom for better managing our time and organizing our professional and
personal lives. Don’t try to multitask. Turn off the email and Facebook alerts.
But what’s grounded in real evidence and what’s not? In his new book The Organized
Mind, Daniel Levitin — a McGill University professor of psychology and behavioral
neuroscience — explores how having a basic understanding of the way the brain works
can help us think about organizing our homes, our businesses, our time and even our
schools in an age of information overload. We spoke with Levitin about his work. This
interview has been edited for length and clarity.
Question: What was your goal in writing this book?
Answer: Neuroscientists have learned a lot in the last 10 or 15 years about how the brain
organizes information, and why we pay attention to some things and forget others. But
most of this information hasn’t trickled down to the average reader. There are a lot of
books about how to get organized and a lot of books about how to be better and more
productive at business, but I don’t know of one that grounds any of these in the science.
Q: From the book, you seem to be a fan of David Allen, the time management guru. Does
his Getting Things Done system have a real basis in neuroscience?
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A: A lot of what he says is. One of his
big ideas is the mind-clearing exercise.
At various intervals throughout your
day or week, you’re supposed to stop
and write down all the clutter. Well,
the scientific basis for this is real. The
conscious mind can only pay attention
to about four things at once. If you’ve
got these nagging voices in your head
telling you to remember to pick up the
laundry and call so-and-so, they’re
competing in your brain for neural
resources with the stuff you’re actually
trying to do, like getting your work
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But I would also modify Allen’s system based on the science. I don’t think you need to file
everything as he suggests. People have different styles: Some are filers and some are
pilers. The people who pile things often know exactly where things are, and they’re often
just as organized as the people who file things.
Q: There are a bunch of practical, and pretty low-tech, suggestions in your book for
getting organized. For instance, you suggest writing down each thing we need to do on
separate 3x5 index cards. Why?
A: It’s not about having a perfect system, but the 3x5 cards offer the freedom to
reorganize and re-prioritize — to put things in piles or change the order of things. At some
point in the day, your priorities change. It’s relatively simple to go through the whole
stack, find the card you want and put it at the top of the pile.
The problem with the computer is that it’s a place where everything is done, and you don’t
associate it with your to-do list. The index cards, on the other hand, become the place you
go to see what’s up next or to put down thoughts. Your brain remembers and associates a
certain activity and a certain focus with those index cards, or with your notebook, or your
paper and pencil list. Which one doesn’t matter.
Q: Why multi-tasking is so bad for us?
A: We now know that the brain doesn’t multi-task. Rather, the brain shifts rapidly from
one thing to the next. That causes us to not be able to focus attention on any one thing,
and this dividing of our attention makes us less efficient. The reason we think we’re good
at it is just self-delusion. The brain is a very good deceiver.
Q: Why is it such a hard habit to break?
A: Multi-tasking puts us in a kind of dopamine addiction loop, which is similar to cocaine
addiction. Each time we do some little new task, our brain rewards us with a tiny shot of
dopamine, the pleasure neurochemical. For our ancestors, this was a motivating force to
be active and get things done. Today, even answering an email or responding to a tweet
gives out these little dollops of reward.
There was a famous study in the 1950s where rats were given an opportunity to press a
bar that would release dopamine in their brains. They pressed that bar to the exclusion of
everything else, including eating and having sex and sleeping and drinking. They died of
starvation and thirst because the dopamine became more important. We have to train
ourselves. We have to enforce time away from these things because it can be a real
addiction, a chemical addiction.
Q: What is “Area 47” in the brain, and why is keeping it happy important for job
satisfaction?
A: My colleague and I have been studying this little sliver of brain tissue for 15 years. If
you put your fingertips on your temples, just above the outside part of your eyebrows,
Area 47 is in there. It’s about the size of an almond on each side. Area 47 contains
prediction circuits that are scanning and monitoring the environment and trying to figure
out what’s going to happen next. Keeping Area 47 happy is tricky. If everything in the
environment is utterly predictable, you become bored. If it’s utterly unpredictable, you
become frustrated.
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Pleasure results from having Area 47
experience an optimal balance
between predictability and surprise.
And one of the principles of job
satisfaction is we function best in that
context — when we’re working under
some constraints, but able to exercise
some creativity within those
constraints. People like feeling as
though they’re not just cogs in the
machine.
Q: In the book you write that
researchers have begun examining
what the brain of a leader looks like. You suggest that within a few years the techniques
may be refined enough to use as a screening tool for leadership positions. Really?
A: In five to 10 years we’ll know more. Whether it will be helpful in practice is hard to say.
It’s emerging that there are differences in brain structure. There are regions of the brain
associated with empathy, and they’re more active in good leaders who, in an experiment,
are listening to various scenarios. Good leaders also tend to use more parts of their brain,
so we see more connectivity between brain regions.
Q: There are a lot of other factors, right? One can have the personality and the brain
structure but then be mismatched for the company.

02:01PM

US Hurricane Center: Joaquin strengthens,
Category 4 storm
(http://hosted2.ap.org/NHWLV/43dda9ff6c4
10-01-US--APNewsAlert/id-02fb7518994243

01:19PM

Floodwaters damage hundreds of cars in no
(http://hosted2.ap.org/NHWLV/280158b974
10-01-NNE--New%20England%20Flooding/i
96d53b7e99a54f9ab680503d71584084)

12:57PM

Vermont emergency officials tracking storm
(http://hosted2.ap.org/NHWLV/280158b974
10-01-VT--East%20Coast%20Rainstorm-Ver
4b4bc01479b64064b25f1992a83d3898)

Popular
Most read stories in the past 7 days.
1. A Life: James Cantore, 1928-2015; ‘He

Was a Cool Guy Who Lived a Great Life’
(http://www.vnews.com/news/townbytown/hartford
95/a-life-james-cantore-1928-2015-he-wasa-cool-guy-who-lived-a-great) (7620 reads)
2. Infamous Thetford Wall Will Come Down

(http://www.vnews.com/news/1880648395/infamous-thetford-wall-will-comedown) (2174 reads)
3. Seldon Technologies Lays Off All Windsor

A: I don’t know what is going to happen in the real world. I just think in five to 10 years
the science will have progressed to where we’ll have a better idea of what the neural
components of leadership are. Whatever we discover, my hunch is that only about 50
percent of what goes into being a leader will be revealed through the brain. The other 50
percent will be factors like culture and environment.
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