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Straight In The Age Of Information Overload By Daniel J. Levitin anywhere you go. Merely add this sot file
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Review
“[An] impressively wide-ranging and thoughtful work...The Organized Mind is an organized book, but it
also rewards dipping in at any point, for there are fascinating facts and examples throughout.”—The Wall
Street Journal

“From how not to lose your keys to how to decide when the risks of surgery are worth it, Levitin focuses on
smart ways to process the constant flow of information the brain must deal with.”—The Washington Post

“[M]ore than a self-help book...Levitin's insights into sleep, time, socializing and decision-making are
profound.”—San Jose Mercury News

“[An] ingenious combination of neuroscience and self-help.”—Kirkus Reviews

“Dan Levitin has more insights per page than any other neuroscientist I know. The Organized Mind is smart,
important, and as always, exquisitely written.”—Daniel Gilbert, Harvard University, author of Stumbling on
Happiness

“Combine genuine knowledge and scholarship with plain common sense and what do you get? A book that is
really worth reading: Dan Levitin’s The Organized Mind.”—The Honorable George P. Shultz, 60th U. S.
Secretary of State

“There are surprising parallels between Levitin’s work and mine. Today’s environment in war, business, and
just about everything else has increased in speed and complexity to the point where the essential quality
required for success is adaptability. The Organized Mind provides the latest neuroscience on
cognitive adaptability and how to apply it to so that leaders can excel. It is a tremendous achievement, and a
must read for leaders at every level.”—General Stanley McChrystal, U. S. Army (ret.)

“A brilliant and engaging book about the science of thinking. The Organized Mind provides the tools that we
all need to understand and manage the deluge of information that assaults us every day.”—Jerome
Groopman, MD and Pamela Hartzband, MD, Harvard Medical School, authors of Your Medical Mind



“A profound piece of work. Levitin documents the mismatch between our narrow bandwidth hunter-gatherer
minds and the multitasking chaos of today’s world. He even shows us how to stay sane in environments that
are constantly tempting us to stretch ourselves hopelessly thin.”—Philip E. Tetlock, Wharton School,
University of Pennsylvania

“An erudite synthesis of Levitin’s own contributions, recent advances in our understanding of attention and
memory, and a deep perspective on the ways the human mind works.”—Stanley Prusiner, M.D. Nobel
Laureate, director of the Institute for Neurodegenerative Diseases, University of California, San Francisco

“Daniel Levitin’s book follows in the ancient tradition of knowledge as a guide to a better life.  Discover the
creative power of organized thought, whether you are a writer or a scientist, a disorganized mess or a super
robot seeking new frontiers of effectiveness.”—Eric Kaplan, co-executive producer and writer, The Big
Bang Theory, writer, The Simpsons and Flight of the Conchords

“An eloquent spokesperson for our field. Levitin writes about the brain with an ease and familiarity that is
captivating.”—The late David Hubel, Nobel Laureate in honor of discoveries concerning information
processing in the human visual system

“Fascinating...Combing neuroscience and cognitive psychology, the Organized Mind underscores the critical
importance of individuals taking charge of their own attentional and memory systems so they can lead
optimally productive and satisfying lives. Invaluable insights are offered with regard to organizing our
homes, social world, time, decision-making, and business world.”—Nadine J. Kaslow, Ph.D., president of
the American Psychological Association and professor and vice chair, Emory University School of Medicine

“This book is far more than tips on how to think clearly and manage information overload. It is also a tour
through some of the most exciting aspects of contemporary neuroscience and cognitive science, with a
specific emphasis on implications for everyday life. Anyone who has ever wondered about the mind will find
much that is fascinating and useful in these pages.”—Stephen Kosslyn, dean, Minerva Schools of Arts and
Sciences at the Keck Graduate Institute, former chair, department of psychology, Harvard University

“Running a major PBS television series on tight budgets and turnarounds requires organization and
efficiency and sometimes a little magic too. Levitin’s behind the curtain peek at the brain’s inner workings of
decision-making provides that extra bit of magic—and would make a fascinating documentary in and of
itself!”—Pamela Hogan, Emmy award-winning Producer for PBS

“In the age of TMI, we all need better organized minds.  With characteristically clear prose and scientific
insight, Dan Levitin gives us tips on how to get or mental closets in order.  I really enjoyed this
book.”—Joseph LeDoux, Center for Neural Science, New York University

“Dan Levitin has done it again.  Having explained music and the brain, now he shows us the best, most
effective ways to organize the rest of our life by giving us key insights into how the brain works.  His style is
so appealing, his knowledge so deep and practical, that we learn, from The Organized Mind, not only why
we do what we do, but how, potentially, we can run our lives more smoothly, efficiently, and even
happily.”—Cathy N. Davidson, director, The Futures Initiative, City University of New York

“Using the latest information on the brain and how it works, Levitin presents a series of ideas on how to
organize one's life and business.  Essential reading for anyone who aspires to be highly effective.  Or even
find their keys!”—David Eidelman, MD, dean of the McGill University Medical School



“The Organized Mind reads like a movie— not the dry tome you might expect. It’s an exciting tour through
the science of productivity and how to best manage your thinking to get things done—and be more creative
at the same time.”—David Allen, author of Getting Things Done

About the Author
Daniel J. Levitin, Ph.D., is the New York Times bestselling author of This Is Your Brain on Music, The
World in Six Songs, The Organized Mind, and Weaponized Lies. His work has been translated into 21
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engineer, and record producer working with artists such as Stevie Wonder and Blue Oyster Cult. He has
published extensively in scientific journals as well as music magazines such as Grammy and Billboard.
Recent musical performances include playing guitar and saxophone with Sting, Bobby McFerrin, Rosanne
Cash, David Byrne, Cris Williamson, Victor Wooten, and Rodney Crowell.

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.

One of the best students I ever had the privilege of meeting was born in communist Romania, under the
repressive and brutal rule of Nicolae . Although his regime collapsed when she was eleven, she remembered
well the long lines for food, the shortages, and the economic destitution that lasted far beyond his overthrow.
Ioana was bright and curious, and although still young, she had the colors of a true scholar: When she
encountered a new scientific idea or problem, she would look at it from every angle, reading everything she
could get her hands on. I met her during her first semester at university, newly arrived in North America,
when she took my introductory course on the psychology of thinking and reasoning. Although the class had
seven hundred students, she distinguished herself early on by thoughtfully answering questions posed in
class, peppering me with questions during office hours, and constantly proposing new experiments.

I ran into her one day at the college bookstore, frozen in the aisle with all the pens and pencils. She was
leaning limply against the shelf, clearly distraught.

“Is everything all right?” I asked.

“It can be really terrible living in America,” Ioana said.

“Compared to Soviet Romania?!”

“Everything is so complicated. I looked for a student apartment. Rent or lease? Furnished or unfurnished?
Top floor or ground floor? Carpet or hardwood floor . . .”

“Did you make a decision?”

“Yes, finally. But it’s impossible to know which is best. Now . . .” her voice trailed off.

“Is there a problem with the apartment?”

“No, the apartment is fine. But today is my fourth time in the bookstore. Look! An entire row full of pens. In
Romania, we had three kinds of pens. And many times there was a shortage—no pens at all. In America,



there are more than fifty different kinds. Which one do I need for my biology class? Which one for poetry?
Do I want felt tip, ink, gel, cartridge, erasable? Ballpoint, razor point, roller ball? One hour I am here reading
labels.”

Every day, we are confronted with dozens of decisions, most of which we would characterize as insignificant
or unimportant—whether to put on our left sock first or our right, whether to take the bus or the subway to
work, what to eat, where to shop. We get a taste of Ioana’s disorientation when we travel, not only to other
countries but even to other states. The stores are different, the products are different. Most of us have
adopted a strategy to get along called satisficing, a term coined by the Nobel Prize winner Herbert Simon,
one of the founders of the fields of organization theory and information processing. Simon wanted a word to
describe not getting the very best option but one that was good enough. For things that don’t matter
critically, we make a choice that satisfies us and is deemed sufficient. You don’t really know if your dry
cleaner is the best—you only know that they’re good enough. And that’s what helps you get by. You don’t
have time to sample all the dry cleaners within a twenty-four-block radius of your home. Does Dean &
DeLuca really have the best gourmet takeout? It doesn’t matter—it’s good enough. Satisficing is one of the
foundations of productive human behavior; it prevails when we don’t waste time on decisions that don’t
matter, or more accurately, when we don’t waste time trying to find improvements that are not going to make
a significant difference in our happiness or satisfaction.

All of us engage in satisficing every time we clean our homes. If we got down on the floor with a toothbrush
every day to clean the grout, if we scrubbed the windows and walls every single day, the house would be
spotless. But few of us go to this much trouble even on a weekly basis (and when we do, we’re likely to be
labeled obsessive-compulsive). For most of us, we clean our houses until they are clean enough, reaching a
kind of equilibrium between effort and benefit. It is this cost-benefits analysis that is at the heart of
satisficing (Simon was also a respected economist).

Recent research in social psychology has shown that happy people are not people who have more; rather,
they are people who are happy with what they already have. Happy people engage in satisficing all of the
time, even if they don’t know it. Warren Buffett can be seen as embracing satisficing to an extreme—one of
the richest men in the world, he lives in Omaha, a block from the highway, in the same modest home he has
lived in for fifty years. He once told a radio interviewer that for breakfasts during his weeklong visit to New
York City, he’d bought himself a gallon of milk and a box of Oreo cookies. But Buffett does not satisfice
with his investment strategies; satisficing is a tool for not wasting time on things that are not your highest
priority. For your high-priority endeavors, the old-fashioned pursuit of excellence remains the right strategy.
Do you want your surgeon or your airplane mechanic or the director of a $100 million feature film to do just
good enough or do the best they possibly can? Sometimes you want more than Oreos and milk.

Part of my Romanian student’s despondency could be chalked up to culture shock—to the loss of the
familiar, and immersion in the unfamiliar. But she’s not alone. The past generation has seen an explosion of
choices facing consumers. In 1976, the average supermarket stocked 9,000 unique products; today that
number has ballooned to 40,000 of them, yet the average person gets 80%–85% of their needs in only 150
different supermarket items. That means that we need to ignore 39,850 items in the store. And that’s just
supermarkets—it’s been estimated that there are over one million products in the United States today (based
on SKUs, or stock-keeping units, those little bar codes on things we buy).

All this ignoring and deciding comes with a cost. Neuroscientists have discovered that unproductivity and
loss of drive can result from decision overload. Although most of us have no trouble ranking the importance
of decisions if asked to do so, our brains don’t automatically do this. Ioana knew that keeping up with her
coursework was more important than what pen to buy, but the mere situation of facing so many trivial



decisions in daily life created neural fatigue, leaving no energy for the important decisions. Recent research
shows that people who were asked to make a series of meaningless decisions of just this type—for example,
whether to write with a ballpoint pen or a felt-tip pen—showed poorer impulse control and lack of judgment
about subsequent decisions. It’s as though our brains are configured to make a certain number of decisions
per day and once we reach that limit, we can’t make any more, regardless of how important they are. One of
the most useful findings in recent neuroscience could be summed up as: The decision-making network in our
brain doesn’t prioritize.

Today, we are confronted with an unprecedented amount of information, and each of us generates more
information than ever before in human history. As former Boeing scientist and New York Times writer
Dennis Overbye notes, this information stream contains “more and more information about our lives—where
we shop and what we buy, indeed, where we are right now—the economy, the genomes of countless
organisms we can’t even name yet, galaxies full of stars we haven’t counted, traffic jams in Singapore and
the weather on Mars.” That information “tumbles faster and faster through bigger and bigger computers
down to everybody’s fingertips, which are holding devices with more processing power than the Apollo
mission control.” Information scientists have quantified all this: In 2011, Americans took in five times as
much information every day as they did in 1986—the equivalent of 175 newspapers. During our leisure time,
not counting work, each of us processes 34 gigabytes or 100,000 words every day. The world’s 21,274
television stations produce 85,000 hours of original programming every day as we watch an average of 5
hours of television each day, the equivalent of 20 gigabytes of audio-video images. That’s not counting
YouTube, which uploads 6,000 hours of video every hour. And computer gaming? It consumes more bytes
than all other media put together, including DVDs, TV, books, magazines, and the Internet.

Just trying to keep our own media and electronic files organized can be overwhelming. Each of us has the
equivalent of over half a million books stored on our computers, not to mention all the information stored in
our cell phones or in the magnetic stripe on the back of our credit cards. We have created a world with 300
exabytes (300,000,000,000,000,000,000 pieces) of human-made information. If each of those pieces of
information were written on a 3 x 5 index card and then spread out side by side, just one person’s
share—your share of this information—would cover every square inch of Massachusetts and Connecticut
combined.

Our brains do have the ability to process the information we take in, but at a cost: We can have trouble
separating the trivial from the important, and all this information processing makes us tired. Neurons are
living cells with a metabolism; they need oxygen and glucose to survive and when they’ve been working
hard, we experience fatigue. Every status update you read on Facebook, every tweet or text message you get
from a friend, is competing for resources in your brain with important things like whether to put your savings
in stocks or bonds, where you left your passport, or how best to reconcile with a close friend you just had an
argument with.

The processing capacity of the conscious mind has been estimated at 120 bits per second. That bandwidth, or
window, is the speed limit for the traffic of information we can pay conscious attention to at any one time.
While a great deal occurs below the threshold of our awareness, and this has an impact on how we feel and
what our life is going to be like, in order for something to become encoded as part of your experience, you
need to have paid conscious attention to it.

What does this bandwidth restriction—this information speed limit—mean in terms of our interactions with
others? In order to understand one person speaking to us, we need to process 60 bits of information per
second. With a processing limit of 120 bits per second, this means you can barely understand two people
talking to you at the same time. Under most circumstances, you will not be able to understand three people



talking at the same time. We’re surrounded on this planet by billions of other humans, but we can understand
only two at a time at the most! It’s no wonder that the world is filled with so much misunderstanding.

With such attentional restrictions, it’s clear why many of us feel overwhelmed by managing some of the
most basic aspects of life. Part of the reason is that our brains evolved to help us deal with life during the
hunter-gatherer phase of human history, a time when we might encounter no more than a thousand people
across the entire span of our lifetime. Walking around midtown Manhattan, you’ll pass that number of
people in half an hour.

Attention is the most essential mental resource for any organism. It determines which aspects of the
environment we deal with, and most of the time, various automatic, subconscious processes make the correct
choice about what gets passed through to our conscious awareness. For this to happen, millions of neurons
are constantly monitoring the environment to select the most important things for us to focus on. These
neurons are collectively the attentional filter. They work largely in the background, outside of our conscious
awareness. This is why most of the perceptual detritus of our daily lives doesn’t register, or why, when
you’ve been driving on the freeway for several hours at a stretch, you don’t remember much of the scenery
that has whizzed by: Your attentional system “protects” you from registering it because it isn’t deemed
important. This unconscious filter follows certain principles about what it will let through to your conscious
awareness.

The attentional filter is one of evolution’s greatest achievements. In nonhumans, it ensures that they don’t get
distracted by irrelevancies. Squirrels are interested in nuts and predators, and not much else. Dogs, whose
olfactory sense is one million times more sensitive than ours, use smell to gather information about the world
more than they use sound, and their attentional filter has evolved to make that so. If you’ve ever tried to call
your dog while he is smelling something interesting, you know that it is very difficult to grab his attention
with sound—smell trumps sound in the dog brain. No one has yet worked out all of the hierarchies and
trumping factors in the human attentional filter, but we’ve learned a great deal about it. When our
protohuman ancestors left the cover of the trees to seek new sources of food, they simultaneously opened up
a vast range of new possibilities for nourishment and exposed themselves to a wide range of new predators.
Being alert and vigilant to threatening sounds and visual cues is what allowed them to survive; this meant
allowing an increasing amount of information through the attentional filter.

Humans are, by most biological measures, the most successful species our planet has seen. We have
managed to survive in nearly every climate our planet has offered (so far), and the rate of our population
expansion exceeds that of any other known organism. Ten thousand years ago, humans plus their pets and
livestock accounted for about 0.1% of the terrestrial vertebrate biomass inhabiting the earth; we now account
for 98%. Our success owes in large part to our cognitive capacity, the ability of our brains to flexibly handle
information. But our brains evolved in a much simpler world with far less information coming at us. Today,
our attentional filters easily become overwhelmed. Successful people—or people who can afford it—employ
layers of people whose job it is to narrow the attentional filter. That is, corporate heads, political leaders,
spoiled movie stars, and others whose time and attention are especially valuable have a staff of people
around them who are effectively extensions of their own brains, replicating and refining the functions of the
prefrontal cortex’s attentional filter.

These highly successful persons—let’s call them HSPs—have many of the daily distractions of life handled
for them, allowing them to devote all of their attention to whatever is immediately before them. They seem
to live completely in the moment. Their staff handle correspondence, make appointments, interrupt those
appointments when a more important one is waiting, and help to plan their days for maximum efficiency
(including naps!). Their bills are paid on time, their car is serviced when required, they’re given reminders of



projects due, and their assistants send suitable gifts to the HSP’s loved ones on birthdays and anniversaries.
Their ultimate prize if it all works? A Zen-like focus.
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One of the best students I ever had the privilege of meeting was born in communist Romania, under the
repressive and brutal rule of Nicolae . Although his regime collapsed when she was eleven, she remembered
well the long lines for food, the shortages, and the economic destitution that lasted far beyond his overthrow.
Ioana was bright and curious, and although still young, she had the colors of a true scholar: When she
encountered a new scientific idea or problem, she would look at it from every angle, reading everything she
could get her hands on. I met her during her first semester at university, newly arrived in North America,
when she took my introductory course on the psychology of thinking and reasoning. Although the class had
seven hundred students, she distinguished herself early on by thoughtfully answering questions posed in



class, peppering me with questions during office hours, and constantly proposing new experiments.

I ran into her one day at the college bookstore, frozen in the aisle with all the pens and pencils. She was
leaning limply against the shelf, clearly distraught.

“Is everything all right?” I asked.

“It can be really terrible living in America,” Ioana said.

“Compared to Soviet Romania?!”

“Everything is so complicated. I looked for a student apartment. Rent or lease? Furnished or unfurnished?
Top floor or ground floor? Carpet or hardwood floor . . .”

“Did you make a decision?”

“Yes, finally. But it’s impossible to know which is best. Now . . .” her voice trailed off.

“Is there a problem with the apartment?”

“No, the apartment is fine. But today is my fourth time in the bookstore. Look! An entire row full of pens. In
Romania, we had three kinds of pens. And many times there was a shortage—no pens at all. In America,
there are more than fifty different kinds. Which one do I need for my biology class? Which one for poetry?
Do I want felt tip, ink, gel, cartridge, erasable? Ballpoint, razor point, roller ball? One hour I am here reading
labels.”

Every day, we are confronted with dozens of decisions, most of which we would characterize as insignificant
or unimportant—whether to put on our left sock first or our right, whether to take the bus or the subway to
work, what to eat, where to shop. We get a taste of Ioana’s disorientation when we travel, not only to other
countries but even to other states. The stores are different, the products are different. Most of us have
adopted a strategy to get along called satisficing, a term coined by the Nobel Prize winner Herbert Simon,
one of the founders of the fields of organization theory and information processing. Simon wanted a word to
describe not getting the very best option but one that was good enough. For things that don’t matter
critically, we make a choice that satisfies us and is deemed sufficient. You don’t really know if your dry
cleaner is the best—you only know that they’re good enough. And that’s what helps you get by. You don’t
have time to sample all the dry cleaners within a twenty-four-block radius of your home. Does Dean &
DeLuca really have the best gourmet takeout? It doesn’t matter—it’s good enough. Satisficing is one of the
foundations of productive human behavior; it prevails when we don’t waste time on decisions that don’t
matter, or more accurately, when we don’t waste time trying to find improvements that are not going to make
a significant difference in our happiness or satisfaction.

All of us engage in satisficing every time we clean our homes. If we got down on the floor with a toothbrush
every day to clean the grout, if we scrubbed the windows and walls every single day, the house would be
spotless. But few of us go to this much trouble even on a weekly basis (and when we do, we’re likely to be
labeled obsessive-compulsive). For most of us, we clean our houses until they are clean enough, reaching a
kind of equilibrium between effort and benefit. It is this cost-benefits analysis that is at the heart of
satisficing (Simon was also a respected economist).



Recent research in social psychology has shown that happy people are not people who have more; rather,
they are people who are happy with what they already have. Happy people engage in satisficing all of the
time, even if they don’t know it. Warren Buffett can be seen as embracing satisficing to an extreme—one of
the richest men in the world, he lives in Omaha, a block from the highway, in the same modest home he has
lived in for fifty years. He once told a radio interviewer that for breakfasts during his weeklong visit to New
York City, he’d bought himself a gallon of milk and a box of Oreo cookies. But Buffett does not satisfice
with his investment strategies; satisficing is a tool for not wasting time on things that are not your highest
priority. For your high-priority endeavors, the old-fashioned pursuit of excellence remains the right strategy.
Do you want your surgeon or your airplane mechanic or the director of a $100 million feature film to do just
good enough or do the best they possibly can? Sometimes you want more than Oreos and milk.

Part of my Romanian student’s despondency could be chalked up to culture shock—to the loss of the
familiar, and immersion in the unfamiliar. But she’s not alone. The past generation has seen an explosion of
choices facing consumers. In 1976, the average supermarket stocked 9,000 unique products; today that
number has ballooned to 40,000 of them, yet the average person gets 80%–85% of their needs in only 150
different supermarket items. That means that we need to ignore 39,850 items in the store. And that’s just
supermarkets—it’s been estimated that there are over one million products in the United States today (based
on SKUs, or stock-keeping units, those little bar codes on things we buy).

All this ignoring and deciding comes with a cost. Neuroscientists have discovered that unproductivity and
loss of drive can result from decision overload. Although most of us have no trouble ranking the importance
of decisions if asked to do so, our brains don’t automatically do this. Ioana knew that keeping up with her
coursework was more important than what pen to buy, but the mere situation of facing so many trivial
decisions in daily life created neural fatigue, leaving no energy for the important decisions. Recent research
shows that people who were asked to make a series of meaningless decisions of just this type—for example,
whether to write with a ballpoint pen or a felt-tip pen—showed poorer impulse control and lack of judgment
about subsequent decisions. It’s as though our brains are configured to make a certain number of decisions
per day and once we reach that limit, we can’t make any more, regardless of how important they are. One of
the most useful findings in recent neuroscience could be summed up as: The decision-making network in our
brain doesn’t prioritize.

Today, we are confronted with an unprecedented amount of information, and each of us generates more
information than ever before in human history. As former Boeing scientist and New York Times writer
Dennis Overbye notes, this information stream contains “more and more information about our lives—where
we shop and what we buy, indeed, where we are right now—the economy, the genomes of countless
organisms we can’t even name yet, galaxies full of stars we haven’t counted, traffic jams in Singapore and
the weather on Mars.” That information “tumbles faster and faster through bigger and bigger computers
down to everybody’s fingertips, which are holding devices with more processing power than the Apollo
mission control.” Information scientists have quantified all this: In 2011, Americans took in five times as
much information every day as they did in 1986—the equivalent of 175 newspapers. During our leisure time,
not counting work, each of us processes 34 gigabytes or 100,000 words every day. The world’s 21,274
television stations produce 85,000 hours of original programming every day as we watch an average of 5
hours of television each day, the equivalent of 20 gigabytes of audio-video images. That’s not counting
YouTube, which uploads 6,000 hours of video every hour. And computer gaming? It consumes more bytes
than all other media put together, including DVDs, TV, books, magazines, and the Internet.

Just trying to keep our own media and electronic files organized can be overwhelming. Each of us has the
equivalent of over half a million books stored on our computers, not to mention all the information stored in
our cell phones or in the magnetic stripe on the back of our credit cards. We have created a world with 300



exabytes (300,000,000,000,000,000,000 pieces) of human-made information. If each of those pieces of
information were written on a 3 x 5 index card and then spread out side by side, just one person’s
share—your share of this information—would cover every square inch of Massachusetts and Connecticut
combined.

Our brains do have the ability to process the information we take in, but at a cost: We can have trouble
separating the trivial from the important, and all this information processing makes us tired. Neurons are
living cells with a metabolism; they need oxygen and glucose to survive and when they’ve been working
hard, we experience fatigue. Every status update you read on Facebook, every tweet or text message you get
from a friend, is competing for resources in your brain with important things like whether to put your savings
in stocks or bonds, where you left your passport, or how best to reconcile with a close friend you just had an
argument with.

The processing capacity of the conscious mind has been estimated at 120 bits per second. That bandwidth, or
window, is the speed limit for the traffic of information we can pay conscious attention to at any one time.
While a great deal occurs below the threshold of our awareness, and this has an impact on how we feel and
what our life is going to be like, in order for something to become encoded as part of your experience, you
need to have paid conscious attention to it.

What does this bandwidth restriction—this information speed limit—mean in terms of our interactions with
others? In order to understand one person speaking to us, we need to process 60 bits of information per
second. With a processing limit of 120 bits per second, this means you can barely understand two people
talking to you at the same time. Under most circumstances, you will not be able to understand three people
talking at the same time. We’re surrounded on this planet by billions of other humans, but we can understand
only two at a time at the most! It’s no wonder that the world is filled with so much misunderstanding.

With such attentional restrictions, it’s clear why many of us feel overwhelmed by managing some of the
most basic aspects of life. Part of the reason is that our brains evolved to help us deal with life during the
hunter-gatherer phase of human history, a time when we might encounter no more than a thousand people
across the entire span of our lifetime. Walking around midtown Manhattan, you’ll pass that number of
people in half an hour.

Attention is the most essential mental resource for any organism. It determines which aspects of the
environment we deal with, and most of the time, various automatic, subconscious processes make the correct
choice about what gets passed through to our conscious awareness. For this to happen, millions of neurons
are constantly monitoring the environment to select the most important things for us to focus on. These
neurons are collectively the attentional filter. They work largely in the background, outside of our conscious
awareness. This is why most of the perceptual detritus of our daily lives doesn’t register, or why, when
you’ve been driving on the freeway for several hours at a stretch, you don’t remember much of the scenery
that has whizzed by: Your attentional system “protects” you from registering it because it isn’t deemed
important. This unconscious filter follows certain principles about what it will let through to your conscious
awareness.

The attentional filter is one of evolution’s greatest achievements. In nonhumans, it ensures that they don’t get
distracted by irrelevancies. Squirrels are interested in nuts and predators, and not much else. Dogs, whose
olfactory sense is one million times more sensitive than ours, use smell to gather information about the world
more than they use sound, and their attentional filter has evolved to make that so. If you’ve ever tried to call
your dog while he is smelling something interesting, you know that it is very difficult to grab his attention
with sound—smell trumps sound in the dog brain. No one has yet worked out all of the hierarchies and



trumping factors in the human attentional filter, but we’ve learned a great deal about it. When our
protohuman ancestors left the cover of the trees to seek new sources of food, they simultaneously opened up
a vast range of new possibilities for nourishment and exposed themselves to a wide range of new predators.
Being alert and vigilant to threatening sounds and visual cues is what allowed them to survive; this meant
allowing an increasing amount of information through the attentional filter.

Humans are, by most biological measures, the most successful species our planet has seen. We have
managed to survive in nearly every climate our planet has offered (so far), and the rate of our population
expansion exceeds that of any other known organism. Ten thousand years ago, humans plus their pets and
livestock accounted for about 0.1% of the terrestrial vertebrate biomass inhabiting the earth; we now account
for 98%. Our success owes in large part to our cognitive capacity, the ability of our brains to flexibly handle
information. But our brains evolved in a much simpler world with far less information coming at us. Today,
our attentional filters easily become overwhelmed. Successful people—or people who can afford it—employ
layers of people whose job it is to narrow the attentional filter. That is, corporate heads, political leaders,
spoiled movie stars, and others whose time and attention are especially valuable have a staff of people
around them who are effectively extensions of their own brains, replicating and refining the functions of the
prefrontal cortex’s attentional filter.

These highly successful persons—let’s call them HSPs—have many of the daily distractions of life handled
for them, allowing them to devote all of their attention to whatever is immediately before them. They seem
to live completely in the moment. Their staff handle correspondence, make appointments, interrupt those
appointments when a more important one is waiting, and help to plan their days for maximum efficiency
(including naps!). Their bills are paid on time, their car is serviced when required, they’re given reminders of
projects due, and their assistants send suitable gifts to the HSP’s loved ones on birthdays and anniversaries.
Their ultimate prize if it all works? A Zen-like focus.
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259 of 268 people found the following review helpful.
Get your mind out of the junk drawer and start thinking with clarity.
By Ryan J. Dejonghe
Daniel Levitin’s ORGANIZED MIND seeks to take the figurative junk drawer of our mind, explain how the
mind works, and help us live more thought-out and productive lives. His knowledge comes from his own
years of teaching and research and has been influenced by mind pioneers such as Daniel Kahneman, Amos
Tversky, and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. The end product is an awesome journey into the realms of our minds
that enlighten and inspires action.

This book is huge. At times Levitin may appear longwinded in his narrative—but that’s okay. Trust me. As
he unravels the various layers of mental organization, he sidebars into various studies and interesting
factoids. At first, you may think Levitin is being ironically unorganized, but later chapters tie it back
together. Other times, Levitin may tuck in a brief statement that will cause you tunneling into Google for
more information (though many notes for further study are linked at the rear of the book).

Levitin differs himself from Kahneman’s THINKING, FAST AND SLOW by saying there are “four
components in the human attentional system”: mind wondering mode; central executive mode; attentional
filter; and, attentional switch. What mostly comes into play are the first two components. I have some issue
for the terminology “mind wondering mode”; I would have liked Levitin to expound more on mindfulness
and what component it falls into.



THE ORGANIZED MIND offers more explanation than step-by-step or bulleted technique. I appreciated
this approach, feeling it strengthened the technique through knowledge of why it works. Levitin uses the
ideas of offloading brain information through index cards, calendaring, contact sheets—much like our mind
uses random access memory versus chronological memory. Some of these techniques were explained in the
books THE POWER OF FORGETTING and ESSENTIALISM, but not nearly in the depth of knowledge
that Levitin offers.

Category management is a huge topic throughout the book: reasonably so. It is one such tool that the recent
FLUENT FOREVER book used in learning foreign languages. Levitin continues this insight into everything
from organizing our homes to making life-depending healthcare choices. Levitin combines it all together,
showing how Highly Successful Persons (HSPs) are able to succeed by naturally using these strategies.

I was pleased to see Levitin address the fundamental need for sleep, exercise, and exposing oneself to nature.
These are not just “you should” statements, but as mentioned before, these are well-documented,
scientifically-backed recommendations.

There are also sections dealing with procrastination, crowdsourcing, the dangers of multi-tasking and
teaching children safe web research, and much more. It all plays into more information than you’ll want, but
definitely will include any information you are trying to find or need.

All-in-all, this is a great book that’ll make you think and learn better. Thanks to Dutton for sending this to
me for review.

132 of 140 people found the following review helpful.
Good, but not a must-read
By Phil Simon
Levitin’s topic is certainly a worthwhile one and he writes in an approachable style. I for one appreciated
some of his references and personal stories. What’s more, Levitin has done his homework. I’m all for citing
the works of others, and Levitin extensively references the work of plenty of prominent researches writers.
(More on that below.)

At times, though, the book tends to wander. The Organized Mind doesn’t read like a single text. It is part
business book, part decision making book à la Thinking, Fast and Slow, part science/neurology book, and
part self-help book. Sure, it’s well written, but I would read twenty interesting pages on how the brain works
only to get back to where he left off before. I was left wondering if less would have been more. That is,
would a shorter but more focused book worked better? I suspect that the answer is yes.

There’s nothing wrong with The Organized Mind. It’s enjoyable enough. I’d stop short of calling it a must-
read, though. This goes double if you’re caught up on Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Daniel Kahneman, Daniel
Gilbert, and Dan Ariely.

Rating: 3.5/5 stars

568 of 621 people found the following review helpful.
Clutter which an organized mind ejects
By Mr. Ian
I think there is a cynical trend in publishing that goes like this: (1) identify a topic that is a real problem (2)
reference new scientific discoveries (3) drone on and on to make it into a book as that's the most effective
monetization strategy. This book is a prime example.



If you're looking for practical advice, look away. Levitin punishes you with a meandering and excruciatingly
boring take on 'recent scientific discovers'. If you hang on and take your medicine, you're rewarded with the
meagerest of unhelpful tips. For todo list management he suggests "you might want to try index cards!"

On the practical stuff, I think Levitin would have you read David Allen, who he mentions in worshipful
tones. On the science, while probably accurate, he's not worth reading.

I wrote this review because I truly think it's a travesty that this is (currently) a #1 bestseller on amazon. The
species is sagging.

See all 277 customer reviews...
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Review
“[An] impressively wide-ranging and thoughtful work...The Organized Mind is an organized book, but it
also rewards dipping in at any point, for there are fascinating facts and examples throughout.”—The Wall
Street Journal

“From how not to lose your keys to how to decide when the risks of surgery are worth it, Levitin focuses on
smart ways to process the constant flow of information the brain must deal with.”—The Washington Post

“[M]ore than a self-help book...Levitin's insights into sleep, time, socializing and decision-making are
profound.”—San Jose Mercury News

“[An] ingenious combination of neuroscience and self-help.”—Kirkus Reviews

“Dan Levitin has more insights per page than any other neuroscientist I know. The Organized Mind is smart,
important, and as always, exquisitely written.”—Daniel Gilbert, Harvard University, author of Stumbling on
Happiness

“Combine genuine knowledge and scholarship with plain common sense and what do you get? A book that is
really worth reading: Dan Levitin’s The Organized Mind.”—The Honorable George P. Shultz, 60th U. S.
Secretary of State

“There are surprising parallels between Levitin’s work and mine. Today’s environment in war, business, and
just about everything else has increased in speed and complexity to the point where the essential quality
required for success is adaptability. The Organized Mind provides the latest neuroscience on
cognitive adaptability and how to apply it to so that leaders can excel. It is a tremendous achievement, and a
must read for leaders at every level.”—General Stanley McChrystal, U. S. Army (ret.)

“A brilliant and engaging book about the science of thinking. The Organized Mind provides the tools that we
all need to understand and manage the deluge of information that assaults us every day.”—Jerome
Groopman, MD and Pamela Hartzband, MD, Harvard Medical School, authors of Your Medical Mind

“A profound piece of work. Levitin documents the mismatch between our narrow bandwidth hunter-gatherer
minds and the multitasking chaos of today’s world. He even shows us how to stay sane in environments that
are constantly tempting us to stretch ourselves hopelessly thin.”—Philip E. Tetlock, Wharton School,



University of Pennsylvania

“An erudite synthesis of Levitin’s own contributions, recent advances in our understanding of attention and
memory, and a deep perspective on the ways the human mind works.”—Stanley Prusiner, M.D. Nobel
Laureate, director of the Institute for Neurodegenerative Diseases, University of California, San Francisco

“Daniel Levitin’s book follows in the ancient tradition of knowledge as a guide to a better life.  Discover the
creative power of organized thought, whether you are a writer or a scientist, a disorganized mess or a super
robot seeking new frontiers of effectiveness.”—Eric Kaplan, co-executive producer and writer, The Big
Bang Theory, writer, The Simpsons and Flight of the Conchords

“An eloquent spokesperson for our field. Levitin writes about the brain with an ease and familiarity that is
captivating.”—The late David Hubel, Nobel Laureate in honor of discoveries concerning information
processing in the human visual system

“Fascinating...Combing neuroscience and cognitive psychology, the Organized Mind underscores the critical
importance of individuals taking charge of their own attentional and memory systems so they can lead
optimally productive and satisfying lives. Invaluable insights are offered with regard to organizing our
homes, social world, time, decision-making, and business world.”—Nadine J. Kaslow, Ph.D., president of
the American Psychological Association and professor and vice chair, Emory University School of Medicine

“This book is far more than tips on how to think clearly and manage information overload. It is also a tour
through some of the most exciting aspects of contemporary neuroscience and cognitive science, with a
specific emphasis on implications for everyday life. Anyone who has ever wondered about the mind will find
much that is fascinating and useful in these pages.”—Stephen Kosslyn, dean, Minerva Schools of Arts and
Sciences at the Keck Graduate Institute, former chair, department of psychology, Harvard University

“Running a major PBS television series on tight budgets and turnarounds requires organization and
efficiency and sometimes a little magic too. Levitin’s behind the curtain peek at the brain’s inner workings of
decision-making provides that extra bit of magic—and would make a fascinating documentary in and of
itself!”—Pamela Hogan, Emmy award-winning Producer for PBS

“In the age of TMI, we all need better organized minds.  With characteristically clear prose and scientific
insight, Dan Levitin gives us tips on how to get or mental closets in order.  I really enjoyed this
book.”—Joseph LeDoux, Center for Neural Science, New York University

“Dan Levitin has done it again.  Having explained music and the brain, now he shows us the best, most
effective ways to organize the rest of our life by giving us key insights into how the brain works.  His style is
so appealing, his knowledge so deep and practical, that we learn, from The Organized Mind, not only why
we do what we do, but how, potentially, we can run our lives more smoothly, efficiently, and even
happily.”—Cathy N. Davidson, director, The Futures Initiative, City University of New York

“Using the latest information on the brain and how it works, Levitin presents a series of ideas on how to
organize one's life and business.  Essential reading for anyone who aspires to be highly effective.  Or even
find their keys!”—David Eidelman, MD, dean of the McGill University Medical School

“The Organized Mind reads like a movie— not the dry tome you might expect. It’s an exciting tour through
the science of productivity and how to best manage your thinking to get things done—and be more creative
at the same time.”—David Allen, author of Getting Things Done
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One of the best students I ever had the privilege of meeting was born in communist Romania, under the
repressive and brutal rule of Nicolae . Although his regime collapsed when she was eleven, she remembered
well the long lines for food, the shortages, and the economic destitution that lasted far beyond his overthrow.
Ioana was bright and curious, and although still young, she had the colors of a true scholar: When she
encountered a new scientific idea or problem, she would look at it from every angle, reading everything she
could get her hands on. I met her during her first semester at university, newly arrived in North America,
when she took my introductory course on the psychology of thinking and reasoning. Although the class had
seven hundred students, she distinguished herself early on by thoughtfully answering questions posed in
class, peppering me with questions during office hours, and constantly proposing new experiments.

I ran into her one day at the college bookstore, frozen in the aisle with all the pens and pencils. She was
leaning limply against the shelf, clearly distraught.

“Is everything all right?” I asked.

“It can be really terrible living in America,” Ioana said.

“Compared to Soviet Romania?!”

“Everything is so complicated. I looked for a student apartment. Rent or lease? Furnished or unfurnished?
Top floor or ground floor? Carpet or hardwood floor . . .”

“Did you make a decision?”

“Yes, finally. But it’s impossible to know which is best. Now . . .” her voice trailed off.

“Is there a problem with the apartment?”

“No, the apartment is fine. But today is my fourth time in the bookstore. Look! An entire row full of pens. In
Romania, we had three kinds of pens. And many times there was a shortage—no pens at all. In America,
there are more than fifty different kinds. Which one do I need for my biology class? Which one for poetry?
Do I want felt tip, ink, gel, cartridge, erasable? Ballpoint, razor point, roller ball? One hour I am here reading
labels.”



Every day, we are confronted with dozens of decisions, most of which we would characterize as insignificant
or unimportant—whether to put on our left sock first or our right, whether to take the bus or the subway to
work, what to eat, where to shop. We get a taste of Ioana’s disorientation when we travel, not only to other
countries but even to other states. The stores are different, the products are different. Most of us have
adopted a strategy to get along called satisficing, a term coined by the Nobel Prize winner Herbert Simon,
one of the founders of the fields of organization theory and information processing. Simon wanted a word to
describe not getting the very best option but one that was good enough. For things that don’t matter
critically, we make a choice that satisfies us and is deemed sufficient. You don’t really know if your dry
cleaner is the best—you only know that they’re good enough. And that’s what helps you get by. You don’t
have time to sample all the dry cleaners within a twenty-four-block radius of your home. Does Dean &
DeLuca really have the best gourmet takeout? It doesn’t matter—it’s good enough. Satisficing is one of the
foundations of productive human behavior; it prevails when we don’t waste time on decisions that don’t
matter, or more accurately, when we don’t waste time trying to find improvements that are not going to make
a significant difference in our happiness or satisfaction.

All of us engage in satisficing every time we clean our homes. If we got down on the floor with a toothbrush
every day to clean the grout, if we scrubbed the windows and walls every single day, the house would be
spotless. But few of us go to this much trouble even on a weekly basis (and when we do, we’re likely to be
labeled obsessive-compulsive). For most of us, we clean our houses until they are clean enough, reaching a
kind of equilibrium between effort and benefit. It is this cost-benefits analysis that is at the heart of
satisficing (Simon was also a respected economist).

Recent research in social psychology has shown that happy people are not people who have more; rather,
they are people who are happy with what they already have. Happy people engage in satisficing all of the
time, even if they don’t know it. Warren Buffett can be seen as embracing satisficing to an extreme—one of
the richest men in the world, he lives in Omaha, a block from the highway, in the same modest home he has
lived in for fifty years. He once told a radio interviewer that for breakfasts during his weeklong visit to New
York City, he’d bought himself a gallon of milk and a box of Oreo cookies. But Buffett does not satisfice
with his investment strategies; satisficing is a tool for not wasting time on things that are not your highest
priority. For your high-priority endeavors, the old-fashioned pursuit of excellence remains the right strategy.
Do you want your surgeon or your airplane mechanic or the director of a $100 million feature film to do just
good enough or do the best they possibly can? Sometimes you want more than Oreos and milk.

Part of my Romanian student’s despondency could be chalked up to culture shock—to the loss of the
familiar, and immersion in the unfamiliar. But she’s not alone. The past generation has seen an explosion of
choices facing consumers. In 1976, the average supermarket stocked 9,000 unique products; today that
number has ballooned to 40,000 of them, yet the average person gets 80%–85% of their needs in only 150
different supermarket items. That means that we need to ignore 39,850 items in the store. And that’s just
supermarkets—it’s been estimated that there are over one million products in the United States today (based
on SKUs, or stock-keeping units, those little bar codes on things we buy).

All this ignoring and deciding comes with a cost. Neuroscientists have discovered that unproductivity and
loss of drive can result from decision overload. Although most of us have no trouble ranking the importance
of decisions if asked to do so, our brains don’t automatically do this. Ioana knew that keeping up with her
coursework was more important than what pen to buy, but the mere situation of facing so many trivial
decisions in daily life created neural fatigue, leaving no energy for the important decisions. Recent research
shows that people who were asked to make a series of meaningless decisions of just this type—for example,
whether to write with a ballpoint pen or a felt-tip pen—showed poorer impulse control and lack of judgment
about subsequent decisions. It’s as though our brains are configured to make a certain number of decisions



per day and once we reach that limit, we can’t make any more, regardless of how important they are. One of
the most useful findings in recent neuroscience could be summed up as: The decision-making network in our
brain doesn’t prioritize.

Today, we are confronted with an unprecedented amount of information, and each of us generates more
information than ever before in human history. As former Boeing scientist and New York Times writer
Dennis Overbye notes, this information stream contains “more and more information about our lives—where
we shop and what we buy, indeed, where we are right now—the economy, the genomes of countless
organisms we can’t even name yet, galaxies full of stars we haven’t counted, traffic jams in Singapore and
the weather on Mars.” That information “tumbles faster and faster through bigger and bigger computers
down to everybody’s fingertips, which are holding devices with more processing power than the Apollo
mission control.” Information scientists have quantified all this: In 2011, Americans took in five times as
much information every day as they did in 1986—the equivalent of 175 newspapers. During our leisure time,
not counting work, each of us processes 34 gigabytes or 100,000 words every day. The world’s 21,274
television stations produce 85,000 hours of original programming every day as we watch an average of 5
hours of television each day, the equivalent of 20 gigabytes of audio-video images. That’s not counting
YouTube, which uploads 6,000 hours of video every hour. And computer gaming? It consumes more bytes
than all other media put together, including DVDs, TV, books, magazines, and the Internet.

Just trying to keep our own media and electronic files organized can be overwhelming. Each of us has the
equivalent of over half a million books stored on our computers, not to mention all the information stored in
our cell phones or in the magnetic stripe on the back of our credit cards. We have created a world with 300
exabytes (300,000,000,000,000,000,000 pieces) of human-made information. If each of those pieces of
information were written on a 3 x 5 index card and then spread out side by side, just one person’s
share—your share of this information—would cover every square inch of Massachusetts and Connecticut
combined.

Our brains do have the ability to process the information we take in, but at a cost: We can have trouble
separating the trivial from the important, and all this information processing makes us tired. Neurons are
living cells with a metabolism; they need oxygen and glucose to survive and when they’ve been working
hard, we experience fatigue. Every status update you read on Facebook, every tweet or text message you get
from a friend, is competing for resources in your brain with important things like whether to put your savings
in stocks or bonds, where you left your passport, or how best to reconcile with a close friend you just had an
argument with.

The processing capacity of the conscious mind has been estimated at 120 bits per second. That bandwidth, or
window, is the speed limit for the traffic of information we can pay conscious attention to at any one time.
While a great deal occurs below the threshold of our awareness, and this has an impact on how we feel and
what our life is going to be like, in order for something to become encoded as part of your experience, you
need to have paid conscious attention to it.

What does this bandwidth restriction—this information speed limit—mean in terms of our interactions with
others? In order to understand one person speaking to us, we need to process 60 bits of information per
second. With a processing limit of 120 bits per second, this means you can barely understand two people
talking to you at the same time. Under most circumstances, you will not be able to understand three people
talking at the same time. We’re surrounded on this planet by billions of other humans, but we can understand
only two at a time at the most! It’s no wonder that the world is filled with so much misunderstanding.

With such attentional restrictions, it’s clear why many of us feel overwhelmed by managing some of the



most basic aspects of life. Part of the reason is that our brains evolved to help us deal with life during the
hunter-gatherer phase of human history, a time when we might encounter no more than a thousand people
across the entire span of our lifetime. Walking around midtown Manhattan, you’ll pass that number of
people in half an hour.

Attention is the most essential mental resource for any organism. It determines which aspects of the
environment we deal with, and most of the time, various automatic, subconscious processes make the correct
choice about what gets passed through to our conscious awareness. For this to happen, millions of neurons
are constantly monitoring the environment to select the most important things for us to focus on. These
neurons are collectively the attentional filter. They work largely in the background, outside of our conscious
awareness. This is why most of the perceptual detritus of our daily lives doesn’t register, or why, when
you’ve been driving on the freeway for several hours at a stretch, you don’t remember much of the scenery
that has whizzed by: Your attentional system “protects” you from registering it because it isn’t deemed
important. This unconscious filter follows certain principles about what it will let through to your conscious
awareness.

The attentional filter is one of evolution’s greatest achievements. In nonhumans, it ensures that they don’t get
distracted by irrelevancies. Squirrels are interested in nuts and predators, and not much else. Dogs, whose
olfactory sense is one million times more sensitive than ours, use smell to gather information about the world
more than they use sound, and their attentional filter has evolved to make that so. If you’ve ever tried to call
your dog while he is smelling something interesting, you know that it is very difficult to grab his attention
with sound—smell trumps sound in the dog brain. No one has yet worked out all of the hierarchies and
trumping factors in the human attentional filter, but we’ve learned a great deal about it. When our
protohuman ancestors left the cover of the trees to seek new sources of food, they simultaneously opened up
a vast range of new possibilities for nourishment and exposed themselves to a wide range of new predators.
Being alert and vigilant to threatening sounds and visual cues is what allowed them to survive; this meant
allowing an increasing amount of information through the attentional filter.

Humans are, by most biological measures, the most successful species our planet has seen. We have
managed to survive in nearly every climate our planet has offered (so far), and the rate of our population
expansion exceeds that of any other known organism. Ten thousand years ago, humans plus their pets and
livestock accounted for about 0.1% of the terrestrial vertebrate biomass inhabiting the earth; we now account
for 98%. Our success owes in large part to our cognitive capacity, the ability of our brains to flexibly handle
information. But our brains evolved in a much simpler world with far less information coming at us. Today,
our attentional filters easily become overwhelmed. Successful people—or people who can afford it—employ
layers of people whose job it is to narrow the attentional filter. That is, corporate heads, political leaders,
spoiled movie stars, and others whose time and attention are especially valuable have a staff of people
around them who are effectively extensions of their own brains, replicating and refining the functions of the
prefrontal cortex’s attentional filter.

These highly successful persons—let’s call them HSPs—have many of the daily distractions of life handled
for them, allowing them to devote all of their attention to whatever is immediately before them. They seem
to live completely in the moment. Their staff handle correspondence, make appointments, interrupt those
appointments when a more important one is waiting, and help to plan their days for maximum efficiency
(including naps!). Their bills are paid on time, their car is serviced when required, they’re given reminders of
projects due, and their assistants send suitable gifts to the HSP’s loved ones on birthdays and anniversaries.
Their ultimate prize if it all works? A Zen-like focus.
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