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Multitasking: A Road to Failure 

 

          Multitasking is a term that refers to doing several tasks simultaneously. Survey 

data for younger people indicate that they multitask quite often.  Over half of all high 

school students reporting that they multitask “most of the time” and about 25% report 

watching television or chatting with friends while they do their homework.  People 

multitask all the time.  Walking and talking is an example.  But while some types of 

multitasking are beneficial, other types are not. While the term “multitasking” refers to 

doing several things simultaneously, in some situations the term is misapplied.  For 

example, reading e-mails while texting and talking to someone on the phone actually 

involves switching attention back and forth very rapidly from one task to another rather 

than doing them simultaneously.  Although this is not true multitasking, most call it that.  

For tasks that require thought and focused attention, you cannot do them simultaneously 

and research has proven that we just rapidly shift our attention back and forth between 

the tasks involved.   Researchers have discovered that this constant shift of attention 

when multitasking cognitive tasks causes problems that you as a student should take into 

account before you try to multitask while studying. 

 
     First, multitasking cognitive tasks takes longer than doing one task at a time 

sequentially.  In other words, while you think you are being more efficient and saving 

time by multitasking, you are in fact taking longer than if you did the tasks one at a time. 

Studies consistently show that it takes less time to do tasks one at a time sequentially than 

to multitask them.  The reason is that every time you shift your attention, it takes some 

time for your mind to reorient itself and transition from the old task to the new.  

Consequently, every time your attention shifts you add time on to the task that would not 

be there if you concentrated on one task at a time until you finished that task and then 

moved on to the next task.  Think about it.  Three tasks done in a multitask fashion 

having perhaps  hundreds transitions between tasks each requiring “x” amount of time 

versus three tasks done sequentially having only two transitions between tasks each again 

requiring “x” amount of time.   
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 If you don’t think it makes a difference, consider a study done testing the reaction 

times of drivers age 17 to 24 who text while driving.  Their reaction time was 35 % 

slower when texting.  This reaction time is slower than someone driving drunk.  Other 

studies show that cell phone talkers are a half second slower in hitting the brakes in an 

emergency.  A car going 70 mph travels 51 feet in a half second.  80% of all car crashes 

occur within 3 seconds of some kind of driver distraction.  One study showed even the 

simple act of reaching for an object in a car while driving increases the probability of a 

crash or near crash by nine times.  Recognizing a driving danger and hitting the brake is a 

relatively simple cognitive task.  As the complexity of the tasks increases, such as doing a 

math assignment, talking to a friend on the phone and watching television, the amount of 

time required for the change in the focus of attention increases considerably as different 

portions of the brain are activated and the relevant necessary information is accessed.  

Study after study shows that if you have time to waste, then by all means multitask 

cognitive tasks.  But if you are like most of us and a little short of time, then one task at a 

time is the way to go.    

 
     Secondly, research has shown that multitasking studying with other cognitive tasks 

like watching TV, listen to music with lyrics, texting, talking on the phone, etc results in 

learning that is inferior to uninterrupted learning.  The brain learns via two very different 

pathways.  One type of learning is called declarative learning.  Declarative learning 

involves the hippocampus area of the brain and results in the storing information that can 

be easily recalled and applied to a variety of new and unfamiliar situations.  The other 

type of learning is called habitual learning (or sometimes called procedural learning).  

This type of learning occurs in the brain’s striatum and results in learning that is basically 

automatic, almost unconscious, but much more limited in applicability to new situations.  

Researchers have discovered that for single task learning the brain uses the hippocampus 
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and so is involved in declarative learning.  However, when a person is distracted as when 

they are multitasking while learning, the brain switches over to using the striatum and 

habitual learning occurs.  Since habitual learning is more limited is its ability to be 

applied than declarative learning, it is an inferior type of learning in the sense that it is 

less capable of being manipulated, organized and applied to new and unfamiliar 

situations.  In other words multitasking while studying changes the way in which you 

learn and retain information for the worse.    

 

     Studies also reveal that people make up to 50% more errors during a given task when 

multitasking when compared to doing the same task alone.  For example, more than 50% 

of the visual cues spotted by attentive drivers are missed by cell phone talkers.  It is no 

wonder that statistically they get into more accidents than very drunk drivers.  If having a 

greater success rate at a task is your goal, then multitasking is not your method.    

 
     So multitasking while studying results in wasting valuable time, insures that an 

inferior type of learning takes place, and increases the probability of making mistakes in 

the task performed.  Hmmm… sounds like the road to failure doesn’t it.  As if that 

weren’t bad enough, more recent research indicates that frequent multitasking may be 

changing the cognitive abilities of people for the worse. 

 

     Consider a recent Stanford University study that found that people who frequently 

multitask are less able to concentrate than people who don’t.  Researchers tested the 

degree to which college students with similar IQs exhibited cognitive control (the ability 

to direct attention, determine what is important, and allocate mental resources).  This 

ability was then compared to how frequently the students multitasked.  In the study, 

students were shown sets of two red rectangles alone or surrounded by two, four or six 

blue rectangles.  Each configuration was flashed twice and the participants had to 

determine whether the two red rectangles in the second frame were in a different 

configuration than in the first.  They were told to ignore the blue rectangles.  Students 

who frequently multitask had greater difficulty screening out irrelevant information and 

were much worse at the task than people who did not multitask regularly.  Given the 

importance of focused attention as the first step in developing long term memory and 

learning, this implies that people who frequently multitask will learn more slowly. 

 

      The Stanford researchers then tested differences in the memory abilities of storing 

and organizing information.  Students were shown sequences of alphabetical letters and 

asked to identify when a letter was making a repeat appearance.  People who frequently 

multitask were found to have significantly less recall in this memory tests.  Also 

interestingly enough, those who frequently multitask did worse and worse as the test 

continued.   Considering the role that attention plays in memory and recall, these results 

are not surprising.  As the cognitive scientist, Daniel T. Willingham often puts it, 

“Memory is the residue of thought.”  The more you focus on something, the more 
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thought you give it.  The more someone focuses on something and can pay attention to it, 

then the more likely they are to remember it.         

 

     Finally, the Stanford researchers tested the speed with which people who frequently 

multitasked could switch from one task to another.  Students were shown images of 

numbers and letters at the same time and they were told what to focus on. When they 

were told to pay attention to the numbers, they were to decide if they were odd or even.  

When they were told to pay attention to the letters, they were to decide if they were 

consonants or vowels.  People who frequently multitask were found to be significantly 

slower that people who do not multitask.  Frequent multitasking turns out to be a 

disturbing case of practice not making perfect. 

 

 

     In the short term, multitasking: 

(1) results in tasks taking longer. 

(2) results in inferior learning. 

(3) results in more errors in the task. 

 

     In the long term, frequent multitasking may be changing your abilities when not 

multitasking by: 

(1) not being able to concentrate as well, being easily distracted. 

(2) having a poorer memory. 

(3) being slower in ability to change focus from one task to another.  

 

     All things considered, why would you ever choose to multitask when it is so obviously 

just a road to failure? 

 

      


