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1
what is information overload and how do you know if you have it?


Information overload is an easy trap to fall into because on the surface, it seems like the problem comes from the world around you: people overload you; work overloads you; family overloads you; the media, the Internet and advertising overloads you. It’s not your fault.


On closer inspection however, all the world is offering you is information and opportunity. What you choose to do with that information or that opportunity, or how well you tolerate the pressures associated with it, is what determines how overloaded you are.


The key word to remember as you go through this book is choice. As impossible as it sometimes seems, you always have a choice; stay or go, do something or do nothing. The degree to which you feel you cannot choose is the degree of overload you will experience. But what exactly is information overload and how do you know if you have it?



What is information overload?


Overload is a matter of perspective. The severity is determined by your perception of the consequences of not dealing with excess information. Some people deal with uncontrolled information (even if the consequences of ignoring it seem severe) because they have a higher panic threshold than others.


Information overload doesn’t happen in isolation. If your life is in control then you will be able to manage vast amounts of new, unexpected, conflicting or challenging information. It will seem to you that your mind is open and able to cope with anything new – you are happy, calm and in control. If however, your life takes a turn and one area becomes uncontrolled – family, marriage, relationships, money – your ability to cope with new information will be suddenly and dramatically reduced.


In the Japanese martial art of aikido, you learn that when someone grabs you by the wrist that it is only that part of you that they control. You can still move the rest of your body. Treat information in the same way.


The small part of your life that seems out of control can momentarily blind you to the real scale of your problem. The trouble is, when you experience the emotional feelings that often go with overload, the pieces of information become attached to those feelings along with the potential of too many overbearing consequences. If you gain perspective over the problem and take control, your perception will change and so will your environment.


The purpose of information


How we perceive information and what we decide to do with it determines whether our lives are run by it or whether we are in control. Information can strengthen and secure our position at work. At home, information allows our family to control their lives. Information can also lead to independent wealth. We can have access to all the information the world has to offer, but if we don’t use it appropriately, it becomes overload.



The symptoms of information overload


Apparent memory difficulties: Small things slip your mind. You get through the day but can’t remember, at the end of the day, what you did at the beginning of it. You can’t remember the names of people you have just met. You have difficulty recalling details, facts and figures. You have conversations during which you tend to ‘zone out’ and you find yourself unable to contribute because you literally didn’t hear or take in what anyone was saying.


Easily distracted: You find yourself daydreaming or going blank for periods of time. Your mind leaps from one subject to another with no apparent connection between the subjects. You start sentences and conversations but don’t finish them. You start projects and tasks but don’t finish them. Everything gets your attention and you find it difficult to concentrate for long periods of time.


Worry: Your time may be taken up with concerns and fears about what you might be missing or what you should be doing. You worry about what other people are doing and about how what you’re not doing will affect them. You might also worry about what people think of your competence or your ability to do your job. You might become uncomfortable during meetings because you feel you’re behind everyone else and are paranoid that everyone knows.


Over-compensation: Even though you know you can’t keep up you might take on even more in the belief you will give the illusion of being in control. Trouble is, if you’re not in control, the more you take on, the less you can do. To hide that you’re in trouble you might talk a lot but deliver little, especially if the tasks are either difficult or outside your skill range. Instead of halting the situation and allowing a re-evaluation, you might start a series of conversations intended to delay delivery. This shares the load by passing information (or non-information) to others so that it becomes impossible for you to complete the task because ‘you’re waiting for Joe Doe to get back to you’. You’ve created gateways so that others have to do non-work before you can do the real work. This widely used tactic shifts blame on to all the other people you pulled into those conversations. Effectively, what you say is: ‘I couldn’t do this task because Joe Doe didn’t get back to me with this particular infinitesimal piece of useless information.’ By then those around you are so confused that they’ve forgotten the original scope of the job, it goes beyond what they feel they should be doing or gets handed off to someone else.


Stress: This leads to over-eating, under-eating, too much sleep, too little sleep, extremes of everything and is one of the key indicators of overload. This is covered in more detail in Chapter 2.


Procrastination: When you have so much to do that you can’t decide what to do, you will do nothing. Many people wait until a situation becomes critical. They deal with what is urgent, when it’s urgent, and only because it’s urgent. As well as adding to stress, procrastination can lead to the overwhelming feeling of being out of control. Procrastinators forget that they’re in a perpetual state of emergency because they’ve sat for days or weeks in a state of worry and fear. If they had taken action sooner, they would not have to deal with any emergency and they probably wouldn’t be overloaded. Procrastination is not only a symptom of overload, it is one of the direct causes. However, not all procrastination is bad. Sometimes it’s a signal from your brain that you’ve missed something important and you shouldn’t take another step until you’ve identified it and dealt with it.


Frozen: This happens when you are feeling so overloaded you can’t cope. When you reach this stage you become incapable of doing anything. You don’t think, you don’t act, you don’t respond to what’s going on around you. You feel numb and apparently oblivious to the consequences of your inaction. Despite the urgency you not only do nothing but you feel nothing. You pass the load to someone else who may have noticed that you’re overloaded. If no one has noticed, they soon will when a deadline is missed. Regardless of the consequences, you will still have done nothing.



Anatomy of information overload


The chain of warning signs looks like this:




	
Life is good. You’re generous with your time and frequently say things like ‘sure, I can do that’ to any request. You’re feeling good. The world is in order.


	
Requests increase because you’re a ‘can-do’ individual. Information flows your way and you begin to notice a slight sense of unease. You ignore it but start avoiding certain people or certain topics of conversation.


	
Work stacks up. You notice that you don’t open all your mail every day. Emails stack up. Your mental attitude is still good: ‘I’ll catch up on Saturday. Kids can look after themselves. It’ll only take an hour or so.’


	Gradually, weekends, evenings and holidays turn in to catch-up times.



	
A rift forms between professional and personal life. You don’t want your family and friends to suffer because you have a ‘bit too much on your plate’, so instead of spending a couple of hours catching up, you sneak time here and there to do what you have to do. You feel bad because you’re not being totally honest with your family or with yourself. But you do what you have to do.


	Instead of sneaking time at home, you decide you’d get a lot more done, a lot quicker, if you stayed at work a little longer. So you do. Your hours extend. First evenings, then Saturday morning, then all day Saturday.


	
People around you are annoyed because ‘you’re always at work’. You get annoyed because they’re annoyed: ‘I have to. I have no choice. It’s my job.’


	
Tension builds at home and in your social life. You start to go to work to get away from it all. But you’re tired and frustrated. Overload increases. Cracks show. Your behaviour changes. People at work notice that you’re snappy, disorganized, late for meetings. Trouble is, you’ve said yes to so many people and projects that your commitments prevent you from backing out. You’re in a moral catch-22: you said yes to be helpful and professional but your desire to continue to be helpful and professional is preventing you from regaining control over your environment.


	
Your mind crosses a line and you shut down. You step into your office after working all weekend and having had a fight at home. You open emails. Glance down at the stacked in-tray. There’s another request from someone. It’s not a big request. The deadline isn’t that urgent. They probably wouldn’t mind if you said ‘no’ (although they would be surprised because you’ve said ‘yes’ to everyone else).


	
Information overload hits you square in the face. You can’t see wood for trees and you have bark embedded in your forehead to prove it. Suddenly, you’re out of control and don’t know what to do next.





What to do next


If you feel that your mind is about to collapse under the strain, step out of the ‘overload’ environment – home or office. This includes temporarily distancing yourself from anyone you think may be contributing to your feelings of overload – friends, family, colleagues.


Your initial reaction to this may be: ‘I can’t!! I have too much to do!! My family/colleagues need me!! I’m a mum/dad with responsibilities!! I can’t just take time out!!’ The alternative is to carry on you are.


Your don’t have to take a week out of your life; just a few hours – maybe a day at most.


Take a clean, new notepad and a pen. Leave everything else behind: briefcase, bag and all the clutter you carry with you. Find a place where you can sit and think – teashop, park, anywhere. Take a little time to put what’s going on around you in perspective by answering the following questions:




	What part of your life is currently not working – work, money or family? Remember, we’re dealing with information overload and not general life fixing. Focus only on work, family or money – three areas where overload tends to congregate.


	
Which part of your environment is the most cluttered – home, work or both?


	Of the areas you’ve identified, which do you feel most emotional about? Where do you feel most angry, frustrated or sad? Many other factors can contribute to feelings of anger, frustration or sadness, so think only in terms of information overload. After you have information in control, and reduced the emotional effects of overload, other things may change too.


	Once you’ve identified what overloads you, list all the people in that environment who contribute to that overload – friends, family, colleagues, bosses.


	Next to each person’s name, write down what you think their expectations of you are. What do your children expect? What does your boss expect? Your creditors? Your bank manager? Your colleagues? Don’t take the easy way out and just say ‘everything’. Break it down. Ask yourself what each person in your life specifically expects of you.
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