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PREFACE

WHAT? ANOTHER BOOK on organization? “No way,” you’re probably thinking. I mean, does the world really need another book on how to get organized?

It’s okay. I thought the same thing when I first began to write this book. At the time, I was the chief information officer at Google, whose corporate mission is to “organize the world’s information.”1

So apparently there were people who thought I must have useful insights to share about the challenges of being organized in the information age.

Out of sheer politeness, I sat down with my colleague (and now most excellent coauthor) Jim Martin to talk about organization. As it turned out, I found I had plenty of new ideas to offer.

But first, please allow me a brief digression.

Picture, if you will, a small, thin young boy with a buzz cut and thick glasses. He’s seated next to his mother at a long, dark wooden table. The table’s too high for him, so his legs dangle from his chair as he sits up as tall as he can. It’s a summer afternoon during the 1970s in Conway, Arkansas, a small, bucolic town. Outside, it’s hazy-hot and stagnant; only the mosquitoes are moving. Inside, it’s cool, with the air conditioner humming in the background.


Second verse same as the first.

—Herman’s Hermits, “I’m Henry VIII, I Am”



Despite the languid pace of this late summer afternoon in this quiet southern town, the boy’s pulse is racing.

His mother is patiently guiding her son through the multiplication tables. It’s not the first time they’ve done this, nor even the second. Practicing addition, subtraction, and multiplication, sometimes for hours at a time, every summer before school starts has become a routine for them.

If you knew this boy’s family background, you’d have expected him to be a math wiz. His father has a doctorate in physics, and his mother holds two master’s degrees. One older sister followed in her father’s footsteps to earn an undergraduate degree in physics; the other has a degree in British literature of the Middle Ages. His older brother holds a doctorate in, of all things, mathematics.

And yet, here’s the youngest child, struggling summer after summer to learn something as basic as multiplication. What a failure he is! He constantly worries everyone will figure out he’s not smart enough or not good enough or that he’s an embarrassment to his family.

As you’ve probably guessed by now, I am that boy. Or I was—I’m taller now, with longer hair. But I still remember how that secret fear set my heart pounding.

Though I didn’t know it then, I was bad at math because I’m dyslexic. Dyslexia is a learning disorder affecting some 10 million kids in the United States alone.2 Because dyslexia causes the brain to reverse numbers, dyslexics often have a hard time in math. Reading is difficult too because dyslexics also reverse letters.

Back then, dyslexia was far less recognized and diagnosed than it is today, and I was in high school before I realized it was the root cause of my learning difficulties. Luckily, my parents were patient with me and my siblings helped me with my homework. I worked hard, and, over time, I managed to do reasonably well in academics. Eventually I too earned a doctorate. Perhaps not so surprisingly, mine’s in cognitive science—the study of how people learn and solve problems. I studied cognitive science because I wanted to figure out how to help that boy—and others like him—stop feeling so scared, sad, and anxious about learning.

In my research, I found that most of the ways we teach math (and other subjects) are poorly designed for how our brains actually work. Dyslexic or not, most of us have trouble learning math not because we’re stupid or lazy but because we’re simply being taught in the wrong ways. In fact, I realized that most of how our world is structured is wrong for how our brains work, which makes being organized extremely difficult. (I’ll explain this further in chapter 1.)

Given all these obstacles to learning (on top of my dyslexia), how did I, that scared kid, end up earning a doctorate and becoming the CIO at Google? Well, I did spend an inordinate amount of time in punk clubs, but I don’t think that’s relevant here. Kidding aside, here’s the deal: Because learning was such a struggle for me, I spent a lot of time thinking about how to get around the limitations my learning challenges posed. I worked hard to develop techniques and systems to reduce the stress on my brain and help me focus on only the information I really needed to learn. I couldn’t take anything for granted.

These extra efforts I made, these systems I developed for organizing information, helped me eventually succeed in school. Years later, as luck would have it, my efforts paid off in my career too. I was hired to help Google “organize the world’s information” partly because I’d been practicing to do that very thing, on an admittedly much smaller scale, since first grade.

Spending both my childhood and entire adult life developing systems of organization has taught me many things. Not least is the fact that many of us are disorganized today because we haven’t taken into account our brain’s inherent limitations. And we haven’t found ways of working around those constraints. My brain’s shortcomings happen to include dyslexia, but the fact is, we’re all brain-constrained in some way.

Take memory, for example. Our short-term memory can hold between only five and nine things at once. With endless to-do items competing for our attention, plus the countless bits of information we gather all day, it’s no wonder we’re constantly forgetting things. Shifting from one task to another complicates matters too, by knocking out what we had in our short-term memories. That’s one reason that our brains simply can’t handle multitasking.

Sadly, our brains aren’t good at making decisions either. For example, too often, we make choices based on our fear of losing something, rather than our hope of gaining something. Considering the many choices we’re faced with at any given time, it’s no wonder we feel mentally drained by day’s end.

Our brains aren’t the only reason we’re disorganized and stressed. We’re also held back by many of the ways in which the world is structured today. Without realizing it, we continue to organize our lives around outdated societal structures and beliefs that are totally wrong for what we need now. For example, businesses today continue to revolve around a schedule whose original purpose was to organize factory workers, even though we’re largely an information and service economy today and adhering to the factory schedule creates stress and lots of other problems. We still send our children to school based on a schedule devised long ago so they could work the fields (and I don’t mean baseball fields). We live by rules laid out in a time long gone. A time before life centered on computers. When only one parent worked. When knowledge was power. When the commute between home and office was usually brief—and the boundaries separating the two were distinct.

Ah, the good old days.

And yet, our current societal structures depend on our having excess brainpower so we can always remember when to drop the kids off at soccer practice or ballet class, where our keys are, and when that all-important sales presentation is due and who needs to approve it. This enormous disconnect between how we think our brains and societal structures work and how they actually work, combined with all the information vying for our attention, is at the heart of our disorganization today.

This problem is also compounded by the fact that if anything goes wrong, our stress levels go supernova on us. In fact, your stress probably compelled you to pick up this book. (Thank you for that, by the way.) Maybe it causes you to write to-do lists that never shrink. To worry how you’ll find time to help your children with their studies. To feel, as I often do, that you’re always behind.


You run and you run to catch up with the sun / But it’s sinking.

—Pink Floyd, “Time”



Let’s face it, disorganization causes stress. Stress makes you flounder. Floundering makes you even more stressed. That makes you flounder more. It’s the perfect definition of a downward spiral.

I know something about that spiral. I’ve been caught in it before.

When Jim and I started working on this book, I was in the middle of switching jobs, changing cities, and searching for a new house. I had just left Google to become president of EMI Music’s digital business and its chief operating officer of new music. (EMI is one of the top four music labels.) EMI hired me, in part, to help the company navigate the complicated technical and organizational challenges the industry has been struggling with because of consumers’ shift to digital music.

As both a music and tech junkie, it was a challenge dear to my heart. But moving from Silicon Valley to Los Angeles caused me to face a lot of other challenges too. I thought I’d never learn where the grocery store in my new city was, let alone how my new company worked. I was no longer able to follow the systems and structures I’d built for myself. Suddenly, I was that boy with a buzz cut again, feeling like the only one who doesn’t get it, who’s struggling, who’s staying up late trying to figure out how to do some task that should be easy. I was incredibly stressed. Luckily, I worked my way through the stress using the various organizational techniques I developed, and which I’ll describe later in this book.

So my dyslexia gave me a vested interest in understanding how we learn. My studies in cognitive science helped me see how the brain and our societal structures work against us. With this knowledge and perspective, I came to understand the importance of identifying the root causes of disorganization. Unfortunately, that’s something most books on organization gloss over or ignore. Not this one. I want this book to help you understand why you’re not as organized as you’d like, because as you’ll soon see, it’s not your fault. There are forces larger than you conspiring to keep you feeling scattered.

The good news is that you’re far from powerless. I’ll share with you strategies for overcoming the challenges that cause you to be unproductive and stressed at work and in your personal life. I won’t be talking about things like how to organize the clothes in your closet (that’s something you could teach me). Rather, I want to share with you my techniques for organizing the tasks and information in your life so you can achieve your goals more efficiently and effectively, and with the least amount of worry.

Similarly, I’m not going to offer one-size-fits-all notions of being organized. Always keep your e-mail inbox empty? Arrange computer files into folders within folders? Get financial statements delivered electronically? If I had to go through life doing things like that, I’d forever be DOA: Disorganized on Arrival.

The truth is, even if they may sound like good organizational principles, I don’t do any of those things. It’s not because I can’t. It’s because I’ve figured out ways that are better suited to the world in which we live and work today.

For example, my years at Google helped me understand how technology can help us to organize, rather than be overwhelmed by, the information that assaults us every day. I saw how technology can help make our lives easier by helping us be more organized and efficient, and I saw how it can help reduce our stress levels by minimizing the strain on our memory and letting our brains work for, rather than against, us.

That’s why I wanted to write this book: to share with you the methods I’ve developed (some use technology, some don’t) for getting around the limitations our brains, our societal structures, and our personal constraints impose on us. My goal is to help you develop your own system—one that works for you—for being more organized, more successful, and less stressed. I want to help you stop doing things that waste time and energy you didn’t even know you were wasting. And I want to help you decide what’s important to do—and what’s important not to do. Through awareness, effort, and better organization, you’ll find yourself in an upward spiral. Each day will bring you a bit more clarity and excess mental capacity, which you can fill with things that are a lot more fun, productive, and important than stress. That’s the kind of spiral I like.

Organizing a Book About Organization

So that’s this book. In Part One, I’ll be talking about you. How you think. How you feel. What your society looks like and how it affects you. What your constraints are and how you can move beyond them. What your authentic goals are and how you can organize to meet them.


WHAT’S WITH THE LYRICS?

I’ve been writing for a long time, in different formats, with different goals, and for different audiences. But one thing has remained constant: For many years, I’ve inserted music, in one way or another, into my writing.

I have a deep love of music. Whenever possible, my life plays out against a backdrop of my favorite music. For example, as I write these words, I’m listening to Pink Floyd’s “Dark Side of the Moon.”

I also find that, at least for me, music reduces stress. So it seemed natural that a book about reducing stress through better organization would have its own sound track.

The lyrics tell a story of their own. But in the context of this book, some of the lyrics I’ve chosen to insert are simply a humorous aside relating to a point I’ve made or a situation I’ve described. Sometimes, a lyric makes or reinforces a point from the prose. At other times, the connection is the song title, the performer, or the era of the music itself. Mostly, though, the lyrics underscore the emotional context of the surrounding prose—what I was feeling as I wrote the words you’re reading. Regardless, the lyrics always offer a glimpse inside the crazy attic I call my brain.

Maybe the lyrics will evoke similar emotions within you too. Maybe they won’t. Either way, I invite you to pause when you come to a lyric to see how it makes you feel. You might be surprised.



In Part Two, I’ll share with you all the tips, techniques, and strategies I’ve developed over the years for getting and staying organized: how to search, how to organize information, and how to keep track of all your e-mails, to-do lists, documents, and calendars. I’ll also point you toward some of the amazing tools and technologies—like smart phones and cloud computing—we now have at our fingertips, and I’ll help you discover ways to use them that work best for you.

In Part Three, I’ll talk about how to organize around the challenges, both big and small, that we face in our twenty-first-century world. I’ll help you learn to minimize distractions, and I’ll explain why there’s no such thing as “work-life balance.” I’ll show you how being organized can help you tap into the energy and brain power you’ll need to handle the unexpected when it comes—because it will come. By the time you’re done reading this book, it’s my hope that you’ll be ready to get a fresh start on organizing your life.

So let’s begin, shall we? The weather’s fine, the mosquitoes aren’t biting, and I promise not to ask you to recite the multiplication tables.
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chapter 1
COCKTAIL PARTIES & CAP’N CRUNCH

a journey inside your brain


IN THIS CHAPTER
Experiencing the Cocktail Party Effect
Albert Einstein’s Phone Number
Why Multitasking Doesn’t Work
Moving from Short-Term to Long-Term Memory
You Ordered Sushi, the Waiter Brought Tempura Chicken
A Story About a Story
Re-creating a Chess Game
Decisions, Decisions
Reasons to Stick with Cap’n Crunch



READY TO START EXPLORING the topic of organization? Great. So am I. But first, I want you to put down this book.

Put down the book, lift up your eyes, and look around.

What do you see? No matter how boring or uniform your surroundings, I’m sure there are a remarkable number of shapes, colors, and patterns around you right now. Okay, eyes back on the page, please.

Just now, as you looked around, your eyes scanned the area using little interior lenses (and perhaps bigger ones in the form of glasses) to cast shadows, shapes, and colors onto your retinas. Your retinas hosted several chemical processes to identify visual features and transmit them to your optic nerves. Those features traveled most of the way to your visual cortex, where they were processed so you could identify what you saw, be it walls, a floor, or clouds in the distance. It’s pretty amazing when you think about everything that had to happen for you to “just see.”

Now let’s do a quick test. Make a list of all the objects you remember seeing when you looked around. Don’t cheat. Go ahead. I’ll wait.

You were able to recall two, three, or four objects, right? You probably didn’t remember many more than that, especially because you just read that paragraph about vision. In fact, that paragraph was a trick to distract you and make it less likely you’d remember what you saw. If I hadn’t distracted you, you’d probably have recalled a few more objects. Regardless, in a day or so, it’s likely you won’t be able to remember any of them at all—unless you repeated them over and over in your head. (Though practice may not make perfect, it does improve memory.)

The point of this exercise was to give you a small glimpse into how our brains work. Why should you care? Because, believe it or not, the way our brains work is one of the biggest challenges we face in becoming organized.

When I was studying for my Ph.D. in cognitive science, I was constantly surprised by the amazing things the brain can do. For example, you can identify gender and estimate age just by looking at a photograph of someone’s nose. You can recognize a song within a few notes. You can approximate where a Frisbee will land after only a second or so of watching its flight. You and your brain are astounding.

Yet I was equally fascinated by what the brain doesn’t do well. The brain is especially inept at memorizing bits of information, like the objects you’ve just seen in a room. To some degree, this is a blessing. If we didn’t forget things, we’d have all this extraneous data in our brains, which would make it more difficult to recall the important stuff.

The brain is also pretty bad at accurately remembering events, which gets in the way of logical decision making. I know, you think you’re a master decision maker. But you aren’t. You think that events you remember clearly, such as plane crashes you read about in the news, are far more common than they actually are. So you decide to avoid planes because you’re more afraid of airplane turbulence than you are of driving, even though you’re probably in more danger driving than you are flying. I’ll go into more detail about decision making later in this chapter.

Your brain also has a tendency to combine memories. The events you “recall” may have actually happened at different times with different people, but your brain has stitched them together into something else. This is why your brain may think it remembers something it can’t possibly recall. For example, you might think you remember something that happened to you at age four, but in reality, you don’t. It’s more likely your parents told a story about you when you were at that age so often that your brain decided it remembered it. But it didn’t because the brain can rarely, if ever, form lasting memories at that young an age.


My brain’s dead weight / I’m trying to get my head straight.

—Eminem, “My Name Is”



Alas, in some respects, your brain may not be as amazing as you thought. But don’t take it personally. Your brain was developed eons ago primarily to prevent you from being eaten by carnivorous beasts—not to memorize lists or store facts. Think about it: Your brain weighs only about three pounds.1 You’ve cooked turkeys far bigger than that.

By the way, if any of you are hoping for a diagram of a brain with an arrow pointing to “the place where you organize your life,” I won’t be delivering it. I couldn’t even if I wanted to because there are many different mental processes that play a role in how we organize information—or don’t.

However, I can help you understand how your brain functions, so you can recognize all the ways it works against you and work around them. Believe it or not, that understanding can be crucial as you try to organize all the information in your life.

Fact is, we need information to do just about everything. The information we use on a day-to-day basis, in our jobs and our personal lives, often comes from memory. For example, just performing a simple task, such as writing an e-mail, requires us to move information stored in long-term memory, such as the facts or opinions we’re expressing in the e-mail, into short-term memory. Without that process, how would we know what to write?

But we face a challenge: How do we retain all the bits and pieces that enter our brains as our attention wanders from one thing to another? Judging from the results of the memory test we performed a few pages back, we can’t. Our brain is doing too many things at once. But we can learn strategies for processing and storing information that require the least amount of brain power possible. Which brings me to my first principle of organization: Organize your life to minimize brain strain. I’ll offer suggestions for doing this throughout the book.


Organize your life to minimize brain strain.



By the way, did you notice I called it a “principle” of organization, rather than a “rule”? Honestly, I’m not here to give you rules. Rules are meant to restrict you. My principles are simply meant to suggest new ideas, options, and tools, so you can design systems for organizing that work for you.

Experiencing the Cocktail Party Effect

Before we can tackle how to minimize the brain strain caused by all the massive amounts of information clamoring for our attention every day, it helps to understand how our attention works.

Attention is a survival mechanism. Without it, we’d drown in the raging floodwaters of sensation and information. Your attention is finely honed around each of your senses. For example, you’d probably notice, as I just did, when you stubbed your toe on your desk. Or your attention might be immediately drawn to the sound of a car accident outside your window; that just happened to me too.

It makes sense that loud noises and sharp sensations would capture our attention and force themselves into our consciousness. Our senses are constantly on alert, even if we don’t realize it. If nothing else, they’re part of our survival mechanism, with which we’re hardwired to make sure we’ll be keenly aware when there’s a tiger hiding in the bushes ready to pounce on us. But oddly enough, our attention can often be drawn to much subtler signals. Have you been in the middle of a loud cocktail party when over all the noise, you suddenly heard someone say your name—even though you hadn’t heard a word of the speaker’s conversation before she spoke your name? This is called the cocktail party effect, a term coined back in 19532 that has nothing to do, in this context at least, with hangovers.

The cocktail party effect puts a label on one of the most amazing truths about attention: At any given moment, your brain registers a lot more than you’re actually aware of. Just because your brain notices something doesn’t mean you’re consciously aware of it, however. In this instant, your brain registers the information (your name) as relevant, so it enters your conscious attention, and your ears perk up (“he called me a what?”).

For example, at this exact moment, what’s the feeling of your right big toe? I’ll wager you weren’t aware of any feeling there. But now that I’ve mentioned it, you can, perhaps, feel a sock around it or pressure on it. Because I mentioned it, you sent a signal to your brain that it’s relevant, and so you’ve focused your attention on it and are now experiencing its sensations. Don’t worry, your focus will likely move on and you will forget your toe again (until your next pedicure).

Point is, even with all the information that washes across us constantly, the only information we really need to pay attention to is the information that we have to do something with or that matters to us in some way. The rest is just background cocktail party chatter. So how do our brains determine what information is worth holding on to and what isn’t? That’s where memory comes in.


If I wait for just a second more / I know I’ll forget what I came here for.

—Yaz, “Nobody’s Diary”



After we notice something, it goes into short-term memory. Once it’s there, we can decide if it means anything to us and if we need to do something with it. The purpose of short-term memory is to hold stuff for just a few seconds or minutes (hence its name). Normally, information received into short-term memory is discarded. You don’t care about most things you happen to notice, like the feeling of a sock on your big toe.

Often, however, you want to remember something longer than a few minutes—like a phone number or a person’s name. There’s a problem, however. Our short-term memories can hang on to only between five and nine things, max, at one time. If you try to store ten things in short-term memory, it will drop something—just as you do when you try to carry three bulging grocery bags up a flight of stairs. You’ll forget one or more bits you’re currently carrying around.


Get stuff out of your head as quickly as possible.



The inability to hold on to more than nine scraps of information in short-term memory brings me to my second principle of organization, one that many books about organization advocate: Get stuff out of your head as quickly as possible. If you don’t, you’re likely to overload your short-term memory and forget what you wanted to remember.

Why Multitasking Doesn’t Work

Most of the time, our attention is focused on one thing. And at this exact moment, you may have chuckled because you were cooking dinner, watching the news on TV, riding a stationary bicycle, and reading that sentence all at the same time.


ALBERT EINSTEIN’S PHONE NUMBER

A reporter was out for a walk with Albert Einstein and asked for Einstein’s phone number, in case there were any follow-up questions. Einstein readily agreed to give it, walked over to a pay phone, picked up the phone book, looked up his number, and read it to the reporter. In response to the reporter’s astonishment, Einstein said something like, “Why remember my number, when it’s in the phone book?”

Yes, I doubt the story’s true too. But it’s funny. And it illustrates the need to get stuff out of your head, so you can focus on what’s important.



Multitasking is something we all do these days. The problem is, our brains just aren’t cut out for it. When you multitask, you’re interfering with your brain’s efforts to put information into short-term memory—a process that’s fragile enough to begin with. And if the information doesn’t make it into short-term memory, you won’t be able to recall it later.

That’s why multitasking often works against us. Yes, you can walk and chew gum at the same time. You can fold laundry while talking to a friend on the phone. Clowns can ride a unicycle while juggling brightly colored balls. These are rote tasks that don’t demand a lot of brain power. But in many cases, multitasking—especially when you’re trying to accomplish two dissimilar tasks, each requiring some level of thought and attention—makes it difficult to encode information into long-term memory. And that brings me to my third principle of organization: Multitasking usually makes you less efficient.


Multitasking usually makes you less efficient.



For example, at Google, there was a commonly accepted practice of having laptops open during meetings. It wasn’t that people didn’t care about the meetings. It’s just that folks had lots of different things to do, and juggling several at once seemed efficient. It wasn’t. Eventually, it became obvious that many of us were missing lots of important stuff that came out of meetings because we were multitasking and weren’t fully paying attention to what was going on around us. We either didn’t hear what was said, or we heard it but didn’t focus our attention on it, which meant it had no hopes of making it into short-term memory.

When it became clear that having laptops open in meetings was actually lowering productivity, some Google meetings were declared “laptop free.” This, of course, generated an unintended consequence. When people thought they had something more important to do, they simply got up and left the meeting. This was a bit distracting for presenters, but at least it was a more effective use of the escapees’ attention. (Used the right ways, laptops can actually bring people together in a meeting, instead of causing them to focus on things that have nothing to do with the meeting. You’ll see what I mean in chapter 11.)


You just turn your pretty head and walk away.

—James Gang, “Walk Away”



Multitasking can be expensive too. I learned that lesson not long ago by sending a text message while driving (multitasking on the road is an especially bad idea, by the way). I was pulling up to a stoplight, and unfortunately, I misjudged the distance between my car and the one in front because I wasn’t fully paying attention. Naturally, I hit the other car. Nobody was hurt, but it was the most expensive text message I’ve ever sent. (Don’t worry, I no longer text while driving, and, in fact, it’s now illegal in California and other states.)

Moving from Short-Term to Long-Term Memory

Let’s assume that each time you receive a new bit of information, you’re paying attention and you aren’t multitasking. How do you hold on to that piece of information beyond a few minutes? You move it from short-term memory into long-term memory using a process cognitive scientists call encoding.

The term encoding implies that something is being converted from one format into another. In terms of the brain, information held in short-term memory takes a different form when it enters long-term memory. You can see this for yourself using a phone number example.

Kindly tap into your long-term memory to recall a time when a would-be sweetheart first gave you his or her phone number. If you didn’t have anything to write with at the time, you probably tried to memorize it. How? You may have repeated the number over in your head, digit by digit, several times. Cognitive scientists call this process rehearsal. By rehearsing the number, you encoded it from short-term to long-term memory. And that encoding allowed you to call your future honey later, as promised. (Okay, so a lot of people today don’t even remember their spouse’s cell phone number because it’s stored in their own cell phone’s memory. But work with me here.)


Rikki don’t lose that number … Send it off in a letter to yourself.

—Steely Dan, “Rikki Don’t Lose That Number”



If everything worked out and you ended up with this person for a while, you didn’t have to continue rehearsing the number because it was now stored in long-term memory. However, once you learned the number, you might have noticed something odd. You could remember the entire number, no problem, but you couldn’t easily recall some of the individual digits out of sequence. For example, if I asked you for the fifth digit of your honey’s phone number, you wouldn’t be able to recall it without some effort. You’d likely need to start at the beginning and then mentally walk through the digits, one by one, until you arrived at the fifth.

Notice the difference in how you recalled the number when you were first encoding it and how you recalled it later. When you were rehearsing the number, it was a bunch of individual digits. Once encoded, the number became a single thing, no longer made up of individual units.

Yes, but who cares? Granted, it’s unlikely you’ll ever need to identify the fifth digit of a phone number from memory. But this example illustrates a difficulty we face in remembering things: Our brains have trouble retrieving information in a form or context that differs from the one in which the information was originally encoded. As we’ll soon see, this difficulty can be a huge obstacle to being organized.

The point to encode here is that it’s hard to move information into long-term memory in a way that makes it easy to recall that data when you need it later. If you can’t recall the information, you can’t use it, which means it’s just taking up space, like that pair of old rain boots in the back of your closet. But this is the key point about encoding: If you’re distracted, you’ll fail to encode the information at all. This means you’ll have zero chance of recalling that information later. In other words, you’ve wasted your time.

Short of repeating the information over and over in your head (not the most efficient method—plus you run the risk of accidentally doing it aloud, which just makes you look silly), how do you increase the chances of successfully transferring information into long-term memory so you can easily recall it later? By associating a story with it.

You Ordered Sushi, the Waiter Brought Tempura Chicken

I know: You think you have a great memory. I believe you. But I’ll bet you still struggle, at least occasionally, to call up arbitrary pieces of information. For example, do you still recall all the objects I asked you to try to remember a few pages ago? You have a slightly better chance of remembering a few objects this time around because we rehearsed this a minute ago. But I’m betting you can’t come up with all of them.

However, if I had given you a list of objects and asked you to pick out the ones you remember seeing, it’s likely you would do even better. That’s because this task involves recognition, not recall. Because of how your brain encodes and retrieves data, recognition is a much easier task. That’s why you want to take a multiple-choice test if you get the chance. Unfortunately, most of our lives are organized around recall, and we don’t get many multiple-choice tests in real life.

Let’s pause again for another quick memory test. When was the last time you ordered something in a restaurant, but when the food arrived, it was the wrong dish? To answer my question, you’re probably thinking, “Hmmm, where might I have ordered food, but gotten something else? Maybe someplace where they didn’t speak my language well? Oh, right, there was that night at the Japanese restaurant….”

Most likely, your recollection of an instance of being served the wrong food was in the form of a story. Your brain found a story—a memory of a prior experience—in which you were given the wrong food. It didn’t just retrieve a fact about this experience out of some dusty filing cabinet in your brain; it retrieved the people, places, and things related to the fact. And from that story you may be able to recall certain other facts, such as what you ordered, what you were served, maybe the name of the restaurant, or even what you were wearing (especially if the waiter accidentally decorated your shirt with teriyaki sauce).

The word story is key. We tend to remember facts not as facts per se but as elements of a story. Facts are dry and usually boring. We can’t relate to facts, so our minds don’t absorb them easily. Stories are another matter. Stories have everything that facts lack: color, action, characters, sights, smells, sounds, and emotions, all of which we can relate to. We can picture ourselves doing, not doing, or having already done what the story describes. Stories put facts into a meaningful, and therefore memorable, context.

By definition, being organized requires having bits of information stored in a useful order. Putting these bits into order requires encoding them and recalling them correctly. Your brain wants to recall information not as bits and chunks, but as stories. Thus, finding ways to embed facts into stories is essential to becoming better organized.

To recall a fact, it helps to try and remember what you were doing when your mind first noted that fact—in other words, to recall a story that gives the fact context. What you were doing is the story the fact relates to. I see this in action often, when my wife, Sonya, is trying to locate her purse. She wanders around the house mumbling to herself: “Now, I remember I was in here, watching the dogs, and then I went over there to pick up the magazine and … Ah! I took my lipstick out in the bathroom!” She’s recounting a story that explains how her purse might have been lost and what she was doing at the time she last held it in her hand. The story is what helps her remember where she put the purse she (regularly) misplaces. Of course, she could always put her purse in the same place and then just recall that place. But that’s not her style.

The strategy of always doing something the same way in order to remember it works for finding one’s purse. But it doesn’t work for most other things we make and things we do. This is where stories can help. And that brings us to my fourth principle of organization: Use stories to remember.


Use stories to remember.



During my first months at EMI, I did a lot of media interviews about the issues the company faced, particularly relating to digital music rights. For the press interviews and speeches I gave, I needed some facts at my disposal, such as the percentage of album sales generated by the top 200 selling albums.

Facts, when sprinkled judiciously throughout a talk, strengthen your argument and illustrate your themes and points. However, I’m quite bad at recalling facts and particularly poor at remembering numerical ones. And I couldn’t exactly say to reporters, “Hey, hold on a sec while I look up something online, so I can explain what I mean.” Instead, I used a better strategy of weaving the facts I wanted to remember into a story about music fans and their needs. It was a story about how the world is changing, how those changes are playing out through our purchasing behaviors, and how those behaviors relate to the percentage of album sales for the top two hundred albums.

I didn’t try to remember the percentage by itself. I just focused on remembering that story. The percentage came along for the ride, like a fly on the fruit I pick in my backyard. The story gave that particular shard of information meaning, which made it easier for me to recall and, I hope, for others to see the points I was trying to make.

Let me put principle no. 4 another way: To use stories for recall, it helps to think about what you’ll later want to do with that bit of data before you encode it. Then you can embed the information in a story in a way that will make it easier to recall later. This isn’t simple, of course. You aren’t the Amazing Kreskin, so you probably can’t predict the future. However, if you can figure out why or how you might need to remember a piece of information, you can do a better job of encoding it. Later on, I’ll share a technique for doing this—using stories—that doesn’t require you to see into the future.


Everybody in the whole cell block / Was dancin’ to the jailhouse rock.

—Elvis Presley, “Jailhouse Rock”




A STORY ABOUT A STORY

If you think about it, you can associate a story with just about anything. Even Waiting for Godot—a play first produced in 1953 and famous for its lack of story—has a story. It’s about two bums sitting around waiting for someone who never shows.

In fact, there’s even a story behind the story of Waiting for Godot. As it turns out, the play was often produced in prisons.3 The theme of waiting in vain apparently resonated with inmates, and the playwright, Samuel Beckett, struck up friendships with some of his incarcerated audience members. Beckett even gave one former San Quentin prisoner financial support for years. So if you’re trying to encode the plot and themes of Waiting for Godot for a test, the story about the prison inmates will make your task a little easier.



Re-creating a Chess Game

Cognitive scientists studying what is called the novice-expert shift (how people get from being novices to experts at something) have shown an interesting demonstration of how stories give information context, which, in turn, helps us remember that information.

In one well-known set of studies, researchers took a chess board, played a set of moves so it appeared the game was halfway completed, then covered the board. One by one, researchers brought in people who didn’t play chess and showed them the board for a few minutes. After exiting, the novices were asked to re-create the positions of the pieces on a different chess board. They couldn’t do it.

Next, researchers brought in chess experts and asked them to do the same task. The experts fared much better at re-creating the board.

Then, the researchers performed the same task again. But this time, they arranged the pieces on the board randomly. There was no way a real game could have caused the pieces to be positioned on the board in that way. In this version of the study, researchers saw no difference between novices and experts in re-creating the board.

The experts fared better in the first study because they recognized the context of the game that yielded the organization of the pieces. When they looked at the board, they didn’t see a collection of rooks, pawns, and knights. Rather, they saw a story of moves and countermoves that put the pieces where they were on the board. As seasoned chess players, they’d experienced that story before. “Retelling” the story enabled them to re-create the board.

But when the pieces were randomly positioned, the experts had no context or story to recount. They had to fall back on usual, fallible strategies for
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Reasons to Stick with Cap’n Crunch
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