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Key Takeaways 

✪ Monument machines are complex, expensive pieces of machinery. Changing 
them over from one process to another is time-consuming. 

✪ Your brain is a kind of monument machine. Changing from one task to 
another creates unproductive downtime that you may not even be aware of. 

✪ Change your environment to reduce unnecessary task switches. You'll get 
more done in less time. 

 
My friend Scott is the VP of Product Design and Development at a footwear company. His job 
requires him to track a staggering variety of information: product specs, production schedules, 
pricing changes, and marketing requirements for over 400 different items. It’s a challenging job 
under the best of circumstances, requiring focused attention, a keen eye for detail, and many 
hours of painstaking work. His job is made all the more difficult by the near-constant task 
switching he’s forced to do. Just as he starts the analysis of a shoe, someone interrupts him with 
a question about another shoe. Or his computer dings with the arrival of an email. Or his phone 
rings. That’s why he loves being on the plane: no interruptions, except when he’s asked if he 
wants another bag of pretzels.  
 
Microsoft, purveyors of all kinds of technology that creates interruptions, actually spends a good 
bit of time analyzing its effects. Here’s the money quote from research they did in 2007: 
 

In a recent study, a group of Microsoft workers took, on average, 15 minutes to 
return to serious mental tasks, like writing reports or computer code, after 
responding to incoming e-mail or instant messages. They strayed off to reply to 
other messages or browse news, sports or entertainment Web sites. “I was 
surprised by how easily people were distracted and how long it took them to get 
back to the task,” said Eric Horvitz, a Microsoft research scientist. 

 
Brains are monument machines 
And that brings me to what the manufacturing world calls “monument machines.” They’re large, 
complex, and terrifically expensive pieces of equipment that perform vital operations on 
assembly lines. Companies invest significant resources figuring out how to make the changeover 
from one operation to another as fast as possible, because when a machine costs $850,000, the 
last thing you want is for it to be sitting idle. Industrial engineers strive for a “single minute 
exchange of die” (which goes by the unpleasant sounding acronym “SMED”)—meaning that 



they want to changeover a monument machine from one operation to another in less than 10 
minutes. 
 
Why am I talking about heavy machinery? Because you, my friend, are a monument machine. 
Your brain is a complex and very expensive piece of equipment, and like a machine, it’s bad 
when it’s not producing valuable work.  
 
Let me be clear: I’m not talking about intentional downtime, like when you’re watching Jon 
Stewart skewer Fox News falsehoods, or shopping for treats for your Dachshund. That’s fine. All 
machines—including brains—need periodic maintenance, and a certain amount of play during 
the workday is healthy. I’m talking about the hidden and unintended downtime that occurs 
whenever you switch from one task to another. That’s pure loss with no redeeming value. 
 
Limiting interruptions 
Sadly, no industrial engineer in the world can get you to “SMEB”—single minute exchange of 
brain. There are neurological limits to how fast you can shift gears from one task to another. So 
it’s necessary to devise ways of limiting interruptions and maintaining focus on your critical 
work. 
Short of getting on a plane every time you need to get something done—which is both expensive 
and likely to arouse the suspicions of both the TSA and your spouse—what can you do?  
 
Here are a few ideas: 
 
� Go to a coffee shop. Order an overpriced seasonal beverage and hunker down for an hour. 
Find an empty conference room in which to work. 

� Take advantage of that under-utilized piece of technology called a “door,” and actually 
close it. (Be sure to put a sign on it telling people when you’ll be opening it, however, or 
you’ll just incur even more interruptions.) 
☐ Turn off your email and Internet access while you’re working. Put placeholders in your 
document for information you’ll want to get later. 

 
Remember, the goal is to reduce the number of mental changeovers you have to make. The more 
you can immerse yourself in long stretches of focused work, the more you’ll get done and the 
happier you’ll be. 
 


