Workplace distractions cost billions, says study
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Office workers spend a quarter of the day consumed by interruptions, adding up to hundreds of billions of dollars a year in lost productivity, according to a new study of 1,000 people.
According to the study, completed by the U.S. information technology research firm Basex, distractions steal up 2.1 hours from the average day's work. Details of the findings will be released in the upcoming edition of Time magazine.
Researchers estimated a salary of $21 per hour for "knowledge workers" (those whose jobs involve information), and found the lost time costs the American economy an estimated $558 billion per year.
The time considered "lost" included unimportant interruptions or distractions and the time it took to get back on task.
Not only do distractions taking up a surprising amount of precious time, they also come in rapid procession, according to University of California at Irvine researchers Gloria Mark and Victor Gonzalez.
Their team tracked 36 office employees and found they would devote about 11 minutes to a task before being pulled in a different direction by routine concentration-breakers. These were most often:
· coworker visits
· leaving one's desk
· receiving an e-mail
· commencing a new task on the computer
· and receiving a phone call.
"We're all so busy multitasking, so it's hard to stick to any one project for a long time at all," said CTV Toronto's Business Editor Linda Sims on Monday, commenting on the findings.
In a state that one subject called "constant, multitasking craziness," the subjects were juggling about 12 tasks at a given time. If distracted, Mark and Gonzalez found there was a chance they wouldn't return to the original task all day.
If they did return to the original project, it was usually not for at least 25 minutes.
Some experts, including Boston-based psychiatrist Edward Hallowell, compare the distraction phenomenon to a work-induced form of attention deficit disorder.
He says there has been a tenfold increase in workers with symptoms of irritability and inability to organize over the past ten years. He believes the compulsive use of cell phones, computers and other gadgets is linked to the same part of the brain as addiction.
Researchers call the increasingly common behavior "online compulsive disorder."
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