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How Multitasking Affects Attention and Memory in Daily Life 

Introduction  

In an age dominated by smartphones, notifications, and rapid information exchange, 

multitasking has become a celebrated skill. However, what many perceive as productivity may 

actually hinder cognitive functioning. From checking emails while attending online lectures to 

texting during conversations, multitasking fragments our attention and strains memory retention. 

Cognitive psychology provides critical insights into how the human brain processes information 

and why multitasking might do more harm than good. This paper explores how multitasking 

divides attention, disrupts working memory, and reduces overall task efficiency in everyday life, 

challenging the assumption that multitasking is an effective strategy. Adequate sleep is essential 

for college students' mental well-being, as it enhances emotional regulation, prevents the onset of 

mental health disorders, and strengthens academic resilience. 

Divided Attention  

Multitasking leads to divided attention, which negatively impacts focus. The brain cannot 

fully process multiple streams of information simultaneously, causing task-switching rather than 

true multitasking. According to research, multitasking can reduce productivity because the brain 

must constantly shift gears between tasks (Hasan, 2024). Every shift requires the brain to 

cognitively readjust, which contributes to mental fatigue and can increase the chances of 

mistakes. Furthermore, the more we have to divide our attention, the lower the quality of 

performance in tasks that require cognitive complexity. For example, a study performed by 

Stanford University found that people who multitask the most are least able to perform on tasks 

that require sustained attention and filtering distractions (Nema et al., 2023). This cohort of 

people had greater difficulty remembering even simple instructions and made exponentially more 
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mistakes, as well. The mistaken congruence of enhanced productivity that accompanies 

multitasking leads to the assertion that multitasking produces greater amounts of work when it 

actually removes attention from specific tasks and lowers performance more than it enhances it. 

Focus on one task at a time is the best strategy in regards to producing depth and accuracy. 

Disrupted Working Memory  

Despite this wisdom, multitasking significantly disrupts working memory, where 

short-term information is temporarily stored and manipulated. When our brains take on multiple 

tasks, we have less ability to store relevant information concerning a task. For example, one 

study highlighted that students who studied while switching back and forth between social media 

had a 30% reduction in information retention compared to studying without distraction (Carstens 

et al., 2021). The overload on working memory prevents information from being properly 

encoded into long-term memory. Moreover, multitasking can cause cognitive overload that leads 

to forgetting and confusion. Cognitive Load Theory explains that the brain has a limited 

processing capacity. Exceeding this limit impairs one’s ability to organize and integrate 

knowledge effectively. This is especially problematic in academic and workplace settings, where 

retaining and applying information is crucial. As a result, frequent multitasking impairs one’s 

ability to learn, solve problems, and make decisions efficiently. A single-task focus allows 

working memory to function optimally, enhancing learning and retention. 

Decreased Work Efficiency  

Furthermore, despite the common belief that multitasking saves time, research 

consistently shows that it reduces overall task efficiency. People who multitask take longer to 

complete tasks and produce lower-quality work. A study by the University of Utah found that 

even skilled multitaskers experienced a 25% drop in time efficiency when performing dual tasks 
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compared to doing them sequentially (Piesie A. G. Asuako et al., 2025). The interruptions from 

switching between activities often lead to forgetting where one left off, requiring additional time 

to refocus. In daily life, this inefficiency can lead to increased stress and poor time management. 

For example, checking emails during meetings not only distracts the individual but also 

diminishes their contribution to team discussions. Over time, these habits can lead to missed 

deadlines, errors, and burnout. This underscores the importance of mindfulness and 

single-tasking practices, such as the Pomodoro Technique, which encourages sustained focus 

through timed work intervals. By emphasizing quality over quantity, individuals can improve 

both productivity and mental clarity. 

Conclusion  

Multitasking may appear to be a modern-day necessity, but cognitive psychology reveals 

its damaging effects on attention, memory, and efficiency. The human brain is not designed to 

process multiple streams of information at once, and attempting to do so impairs working 

memory and increases stress. In contrast, focusing on one task at a time allows for better 

retention, fewer errors, and more meaningful engagement with the task at hand. By 

understanding the cognitive limitations of multitasking, individuals can adopt healthier and more 

effective habits for managing their daily responsibilities. 
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