
Be a better multitasker!
How a pause in the primary task can turn a rational into an irrational multitasker

Ioanna Katidioti, Niels Taatgen
University of Groningen

Introduction

Experiment

People multitask all the time... 

  ... and we are bad at it!  
            
        (e.g. Gonzalez & Mark, 2004)

Salvucci & Bogunovich (2010): participants had a free choice to switch tasks 
They chose to switch on low-workload points.
We hypothesize that the probability of switching tasks depends on the 
number of cognitive resources available.
We tested that by freeing resources on high-workload moments. 

Results

26 Participants answered emails by searching information on a web browser, while 
being interrupted by chat messages. 
They were free to switch to the chat task whenever they wanted.
Participants did both Delay and No Delay conditions. 
In the Delay condition, there was a 3 second delay on 2 high-workload moments.

Prediction: They will switch to the chat task during the delays and that will 
affect their performance

Discussion
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 Delay: 24.2 seconds
 No Delay: 21.9 seconds

Switching during a delay rather 
than waiting seems like a good 
idea: useless delay time is being
used productively! 
But the results were:
Gained time: 0.51 seconds
Lost time: 2.3 seconds

Average time per email 
according to condition

Average time per email according to
   return/no return/no delay
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When there was a delay in the browser, 
participants switched to the chat task 
on high-workload moments...

Delay condition: 
55% of the time, participants 
forgot the information and had 
to return and read it again, 
which made them even slower.

But even if they didn’t forget, 
they were still slower than the 
No Delay condition, where they 
didn’t switch on high-workload 
moments

As soon as the resources for the secondary 
task were free, people were tempted to switch,
which affected their performance.

They would be faster if they just waited during 
the delay: reconstructing the information on 
their working memory required more time than 
the time they gained.
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Percentage of switches in every move per email
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... which made them 2.3 
seconds slower per email


