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Working Under the Influence:
Emails Make You Dumber Than Pot

By Barbara D. Holmes

  Maybe you know the feeling: 
you’re at lunch or in a meeting and 
you feel that familiar vibration at 
your hip.   Someone is trying to get 
in touch with you . . . and, suddenly, 
your pulse quickens and your palms 
begin to sweat, you try to concentrate 
on the people around you, but their 
voices become distant, you can’t 
resist the overwhelming urge to check 
your email.   So, you surreptitiously 
read the message and type a response 
(even while wincing from the pain of 
“Blackberry thumb”).   Little did you 
know that hitting that “reply” button is 
more harmful than taking a hit.
  That’s right.  A 2005 study com-
missioned by Hewlett-Packard found 
excessive day-to-day use of technol-
ogy can be more damaging, and appar-
ently, more addictive, than marijuana.1  
Infomaniacs — slang for people ad-
dicted to modern communications and 
information technology — suffered 
a temporary drop in IQ test scores of 
more than 10 points when juggling 
phones, emails, and other electronic 
messages; more of an IQ fall than 
occurs after missing a whole night’s 
sleep and more than double the typical 
four-point dive after smoking mari-
juana. According to the study, 62% of 
adults are addicted to checking email 
and text messages, unable to resist the 
temptation even outside office hours or 
on vacation. Half of the workers sur-
veyed respond to email immediately 
or within 60 minutes. One in five are 

“happy” to interrupt a business or so-
cial meeting to respond to a telephone 
or email message.2   
  Infomania is a strain of the mul-
titasking epidemic that has become 
widespread in the last decade or so. 
“Multitasking” originally referred to 
the running of two or more programs 
in one computer at the same time.3  Al-
though it was just in the 1990s that the 
term translated from techno-speak into 
common parlance, multitasking is not 
new.   Researchers have been fascinat-
ed with the science of multitasking for 
more than 100 years.4  As technology 
exploded, so did multitasking.5 
  Everyone from mothers to musical 
conductors multitask at some level.   
Lawyers have deadlines to meet, so we 
multitask.6 We want to get more done, 
so we multitask.  Technology connects 
us to the office and clients 24/7, so we 
multitask.  But, multitasking makes 
us dumber than pot is more than just 
a rally cry for the Marijuana Legal-
ization Organization; it is a graphic 
illustration that trying to do more than 
one thing at a time actually reduces 
mental sharpness.   
  There are numerous studies and 
substantial literature on how the brain 
handles multitasking.  And, basically 
it doesn’t.  For all the wonders of the 
human brain, a core limitation is an 
inability to concentrate on two things 
at once, according to René Marois, 
a neuroscientist and director of The 
Marois Laboratory on Human Infor-
mation Processing at Vanderbilt.7  Dr. 
Marois and his colleagues sampled 
brain activity using functional mag-

netic resonance imaging while partici-
pants were performing two demand-
ing tasks using different senses and 
motor responses.8  The results showed 
queuing of neural activity by areas of 
the brain critical to cognitive control.  
When the participants were given the 
two tasks at about the same time, the 
second task was postponed until the 
first was completed.9  
  For simple, highly practiced skills 
the rapid toggling between multiple 
tasks is indiscernible; the tasks can 
be easily done while thinking about 
other things.  But as the tasks multi-
ply, become more complex, or require 
more concentration, the more difficult 
and inefficient multitasking becomes.10  
The difficulty and inefficiency increase 
when the tasks utilize the same parts 
of the brain, such as two things that 
both involve language skills — listen-
ing, talking, reading.11  And, as the 
brain constantly switches and pivots 
between tasks, the regions that special-
ize in visual processing and physical 
coordination become highly energized, 
shortchanging other areas related to 
memory and learning.   
  We can easily walk down the street 
and carry on a conversation or cook 
while watching TV.    We even think 
we can talk on the cell phone and 
drive.  But, chopping onions while 
watching a heated political debate or 
a close game is not a good idea.  And 
the more engrossing our conversa-
tion becomes, the less attention we’re 
paying to where we’re doing or to our 
driving.   A missed destination is not 
a big deal when we’re walking, and 
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for many daily tasks, a lost second is 
unimportant, but even a one second 
delay in response time at 60 miles per 
hour could be fatal.12

  In a visual demonstration of the 
limitations of multitasking, view-
ers are shown a short video of eight 
people playing basketball, four in 
white T-shirts and four in black.  
Viewers are asked to count the num-
ber of passes made by the team in 
white (which requires distinguishing 
between the white and black T-shirts, 
focusing on the basketball, and count-
ing the passes).  After the video, 
viewers are asked if they saw 
anything unusual, like, perhaps, 
the person in a gorilla suit that 
walked into the game, beat his 
chest at the camera, and sauntered 
off.   Dr. Marois recently showed 
this video to a group of lawyers 
and almost every one missed the 
gorilla in the middle of the room.  
This from a profession in which 
many consider multitasking part of 
the job description. What else are we 
missing?
  That doing too many things at once 
means something is not done well is 
not a revelation. We rear-end a stopped 
car as we are carrying on (or texting) a 
cell phone conversation.   We  make a 
private email public by hitting “reply 
all” or send an email to the wrong, but 
similar, address while we talk on the 
phone.   We miss an important com-
ment in a meeting when we’re editing 
a document.  
  Multitasking can be an invitation to 
malpractice.    In a distracted moment 
when we are talking to a client on 
the phone and doing something else 
— driving, checking email, or proof-
reading — we might miss a key bit 
of information. If that information is 
critical to the client’s case or transac-

tion, we may have just set ourselves 
up to fail our client.13

  Multitasking also reduces pro-
ductivity, showing up in the bottom 
line.  Researchers at the University 
of Michigan estimate that individuals 
actually lose somewhere between 20 
to 40 percent efficiency — or two to 
three hours per day — as a result of 
multitasking.14  As multitasking in-
creases, errors go way up, and it takes 
much longer, often double the time or 
more, to get the jobs done than if they 
were done sequentially, according to 
David E. Meyer, director of the Brain, 

Cognition, and Action Laboratory at 
the University of Michigan.15  Cy-
cling back to an original, interrupted 
task takes an average of 25 minutes.16  
Often, the original task is abandoned 
altogether for another day, requir-
ing even more reorientation time.   
One national business-research firm 
estimates the annual cost of multitask-
ing to be $650 billion dollars — our 
National Attention Deficit.17  
  And it’s not just our work that suf-
fers from our addiction to multitask-
ing.  Some researchers suggest that 
constant multitasking is also eroding 
our quality of thought; that we are 
becoming less creative, less flexible, 
and less innovative.18 To maintain the 
balancing act of constantly switch-
ing between tasks, the brain becomes 
overexcited, making it difficult to 
concentrate even when we want to.  

Multitasking junkies are losing the 
desire to concentrate.  And the more 
plugged in we are, the less time we 
have to just sit and think.  
  Multitasking may be taking a simi-
lar toll on our quality of life.  How 
often have we been caught by a family 
member not listening because we 
were thinking about a work problem?   
How many vacations have been filled 
with complaints because we wouldn’t 
unplug from the office and our clients?  
Chronic multitasking is also linked 
to a variety of health issues, includ-
ing: short-term memory loss; lapses in 

concentration and attentiveness; 
and boosts in stress-induced 
hormones, such as cortisol and 
adrenaline, which, in turn, lead 
to other physiological problems, 
including biochemical friction 
and premature aging.19   
  But, we can get the multi-
tasking monkey off our backs.    
The answer lies in managing 

our time and technology, or, as one 
technology writer dubbed it, by “life-
hacking”; that is, using simple (and, 
often, low-tech) shortcuts to manage 
the complexities of modern life.20   
One technology geek even ditched 
his PalmPilot for “The Hipster PDA” 
— index cards held together with a 
binder clip, described as “an ultra-
low-fi organizer, running on the oldest 
memory technology around: paper.”  
Your life hack might be to answer 
emails or phone messages only at 
designated times during the day.  Use 
only the technology that makes what 
you do simpler.  Refuse to be avail-
able to everyone all the time.  Decide 
to completely focus on and finish one 
task at a time.   
  The first step is to recognize the 
problem.  Now that we know for a 
scientific fact that multitasking doesn’t 

”Multitasking junkies are losing 
the desire to concentrate. And 
the more plugged in we are, 

the less time we have
to just sit and think.”
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work, we can figure out how to cope.   
As Clint Eastwood said (via “Dirty” 
Harry Callahan), “A man’s gotta know 
his limitations.” 
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