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The Accomplishing More With Less Workbook 

Extract from Chapter 1: The Myth of Multitasking—focus to 
get results 

The digital revolution should make us all incredibly efficient and productive. The 

tools at our fingertips — easy multimedia production software, instant and free 

communication around the globe, massive research power without needing to get up out 

of our chair — should allow us to complete tasks in hours instead of days and leave us 

more leisure time than we could ever have imagined. And yet this promise of efficiency 

seems to be just a little beyond where we are right now, somehow always eluding our 

grip. We can’t seem to get there.  

Our work environment is one of great onslaught. We struggle to get done on 

Friday what we had hoped to achieve the previous Monday. Why is it so difficult to do 

the things we really want to do? Keep on reading! 

The Results Curve™ 

 Let us start by examining how our results change with time when we are working 

on a task. In an ideal world, when we start to work on a task, we start to produce results, 

and then as we continue to work on that task, we produce more results. This continues 

until eventually the flow of results begins to level off and start to diminish. Results 

diminish because we get tired or saturated, or because we have done what we could and 

now need to wait for someone else to do their part, or because we have completed the 

task. The graph below (the Results Curve™) illustrates this progression:  

 
Now let’s get back to real life. What happens in the real world after we spend a 

few minutes on a task?  
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We get interrupted! 

E-mail arrives in our inbox and we feel this irresistible urge to check it out, or an 

instant message (IM) pops up with a compelling proposition. Then there’s the phone 

ringing or a chatty colleague or eager boss stopping by. When an interruption takes place, 

it prematurely ends the progress on the task at hand as shown in the graph below: 

 
 

Post-interruption, when we resume our work on this task, are we going to start at 

the same level where we left off? Unfortunately not! Our mind needs to re-retrieve the 

relevant pieces of information that were let go of during the interruption and reconstruct 

the logic and relationships that were previously established. This means we will suffer a 

setback at the restarting point as shown below. 

 
 

We start making progress again, but a few minutes later, another interruption pulls 

us off task, and our results suffer again: 
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This pattern repeats itself time after time as the calls, emails, and IM’s continue. 

Interruptions are no longer the exceptions in the digital age – they are the norm. The 

graph below illustrates this phenomenon. This is our life: a life of interruptions. 

 

 

A Life of Interruptions  

If we compare the actual results that we are getting, represented by the shaded 

areas in the graph below, to the potential results that we could realize if we could manage 

to focus on one task, represented by that beautiful uninterrupted Results Curve™, the 

outcome is nothing less than shocking: 
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Our life has become a series of frequent interruptions intermingled with small 

bursts of work in which our ability to achieve anything of quality has been highly diluted. 

We are preventing ourselves from reaching the potential results area in the graph by 

letting interruptions take us off track and deprive us from using our gifts. 

The Myth of Multi-Tasking 

While some of us take pride in our ability to handle multiple tasks at the same 

time, and even believe that we are actually accomplishing more as we multitask, in reality 

there is no such a thing as true multi-tasking when it comes to the human mind. What we 

are really doing is task switching. Yes, some of us who are highly gifted can walk and 

chew gum at the same time. But those are autonomous functions — something that goes 

on in the autonomous part of our nervous system. It’s our brain’s ability to digest our 

food without asking us to think about it, or the part that keeps us breathing even though 

we’re fast asleep. But when it comes to the limitations of our conscious brain, we cannot 

do two demanding things at once. Sorry, but there it is. 

The cost of task switching is immense. In addition to the tangible cost of time, 

and the less tangible but significant opportunity cost, we also suffer individually and 

collectively from increased stress and less than satisfying work conditions as we race 

from one thing to another all day long and generally feel at the end of the day that we 

haven’t actually accomplished much at all. 

The Accomplishment Zone™ 

Accomplishments don’t come from working a few minutes here and there. 

Accomplishments come from those periods in which we have the opportunity to engage 
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in focused and purposeful work. In order to accomplish meaningful results, we must stay 

focused long enough to reach the area of greater results in the Results Curve™ before we 

switch to another task or allow ourselves to be interrupted. This is the Accomplishment 

Zone™. 

 
 

In the Accomplishment Zone™ we allow ourselves to experience deep thinking 

and creative problem solving. Here is where our brains can use their awesome power to 

discover hidden relationships between the parts as well as new and creative insights about 

the whole. This is where we can solve tough problems. This is where breakthroughs lie! 

How Much Uninterrupted Time is Enough? 

For most of our challenging work, it will be valuable for us to choose a consistent 

target time period that will get us into the Accomplishment Zone™ on a regular basis. In 

our workshops we’ve had participants indicate a preference for a 30 minute work period, 

while others want an entire hour. My suggestion is that we aim for an uninterrupted 40 

minute period. My belief after working with thousands of people on productivity issues 

and challenges is that while 30 minutes is reasonable and achievable, after 30 minutes of 

focused work, the “engine” is now fully warmed up and functioning optimally, so those 

extra 10 minutes are “pure” performance. Those 10 minutes are all in the high-potential 

area. We must grab them while we can. 
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The Collaboration Zone™ 

When we create our Accomplishment Zone™, we block out interruptions great 

and small, including those that come from others in our work group. How do we make 

sure though that our own high performance time doesn’t come at the expense of others? 

After our highly focused session, in which we’ve “turned the world off” and 

focused on one important task, it will be time to switch gears and “turn the world on” 

again and engage into our collaborative activities. This is the Collaboration Zone™. 

In the Collaboration Zone™, we handle e-mail messages, check voice messages, 

answer IM requests, and make ourselves available for virtual and in-person interactions. 

The Collaboration Zone™ can even include a social or private break. The collaborative 

session can be 10, 15, 30 minutes, or even longer, depending on how much collaborative 

work is necessary. 

 

 

The Collaboration Zone™, shown in the graph above, is just as important as the 

Accomplishment Zone™. Together they satisfy the need to accomplish individual tasks 



Copyright © 2009 People-OnTheGo  Page 7 of 7 

and the need to connect and collaborate with the rest of the world. They help us resolve 

this ongoing conflict between focus and connectivity.  

The collaborative session can also be energizing and enriching as we find out 

what went on out there while we were focusing on an individual task. It also brings a 

healthy dose of realism as we observe and collect data from an ever-changing 

environment. It helps us get back to our next focused session with a higher level of 

enthusiasm and better perspective. The collaborative session, together with the focused 

session, are the yin and yang of success in today’s workplace. 

The Killer Bs 

What are the interruptions that keep us out of the Accomplishment Zone™? Our 

workshop participants are quick to point out e-mail, IM, phone calls, people dropping by, 

and our need or desire to take all sorts of breaks. But let’s assume that we have all of 

these under control (which we will address soon and throughout this book). Let’s say 

we’ve got a system for our e-mail and other digital interrupters. We’ve got a sign up so 

no one drops in on us. The phone is taking messages. So we’re safe as far as these 

potential interruptions are concerned. Now are we going to be in the Accomplishment 

Zone™ without interruption for 40 minutes? 

Well, not exactly. That is because none of the above mentioned interruptions 

capture the single and most noteworthy enemy of us successfully controlling our precious 

40 minutes. There’s one interrupter left, and it doesn’t come from the outside. This 

interruption is our own wandering thoughts. The #1 killer of the Accomplishment Zone™ 

is us! Our own wandering thoughts are by far the primary cause for interrupting our 

current task and derailing us into new and often unrelated territories. 

Thoughts are powerful.  Thoughts can be valuable and relevant to the task at 

hand. We need those thoughts to do our work – to imagine, to evaluate, to think and 

create. But the way our minds naturally work means that our thoughts aren’t always 

directed to the task at hand. When our thoughts help our work, we are controlling them. 

When our thoughts take us away from our work, they are controlling us… 

 

Order The Accomplishing More With Less Workbook at Amazon.com and continue reading! 


