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I was recently having a conversation with some friends on the topic of hour-by-hour productivity and willpower maintenance—something I've struggled with my whole life.

I can avoid running away from a hard problem the first time I see it (perseverance on a timescale of seconds), and I can stick to the same problem for years; but to keep working on a timescale of hours is a constant battle for me.  It goes without saying that I've already read reams and reams of advice; and the most help I got from it was realizing that a sizable fraction other creative professionals had the same problem, and couldn't beat it either, no matter how reasonable all the advice sounds.

"What do you do when you can't work?" my friends asked me.  (Conversation probably not accurate, this is a very loose gist.)

And I replied that I usually browse random websites, or watch a short video.

"Well," they said, "if you know you can't work for a while, you should watch a movie or something."

"Unfortunately," I replied, "I have to do something whose time comes in short units, like browsing the Web or watching short videos, because I might become able to work again at any time, and I can't predict when—"

And then I stopped, because I'd just had a revelation.



I'd always thought of my workcycle as something chaotic, something unpredictable.  I never used those words, but that was the way I treated it.

But here my friends seemed to be implying—what a strange thought—that other people could predict when they would become able to work again, and structure their time accordingly.

And it occurred to me for the first time that I might have been committing that damned old chestnut the Mind Projection Fallacy, right out there in my ordinary everyday life instead of high abstraction.

Maybe it wasn't that my productivity was unusually chaotic; maybe I was just unusually stupid with respect to predicting it.

That's what inverted stupidity looks like—chaos.  Something hard to handle, hard to grasp, hard to guess, something you can't do anything with.  It's not just an idiom for high abstract things like Artificial Intelligence.  It can apply in ordinary life too.

And the reason we don't think of the alternative explanation "I'm stupid", is not—I suspect—that we think so highly of ourselves.  It's just that we don't think of ourselves at all.  We just see a chaotic feature of the environment.

So now it's occurred to me that my productivity problem may not be chaos, but my own stupidity.

And that may or may not help anything.  It certainly doesn't fix the problem right away.  Saying "I'm ignorant" doesn't make you knowledgeable.

But it is, at least, a different path than saying "it's too chaotic".
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[-]Anonymous_Coward415y280

"Unfortunately," I replied, "I have to do something whose time comes in short units, like browsing the Web or watching short videos, because I might become able to work again at any time, and I can't predict when -"

I had a similar problem during my PhD. Basically I had to be a workaholic in order to get through it. However, I still wanted to have some kind of life and occasionally relax my brain. I found that when I tried to watch a DVD, I would either have an idea, or I would start feeling guilty about not working. And then I'd stop watching the DVD. Gradually this made me not want to watch films any more, because I knew I wouldn't be able to sit through the film in a single sitting without having either workaholic guilt, or a distractingly useful idea.

My solution was cinemas. Whenever I felt like I needed a distraction, I would go the cinema with some friends. By paying actual cash and having only a fixed time available to 'enjoy myself', my brain somehow decided 'well, I'm not going to waste this money by walking out to do some work!'. So, I was able to enjoy full length films without considering the possibility of working.

I took a notebook in my pocket, of course, in case a truly amazing idea came mid-film, but thankfully it never did. Besides, the shower room proved to be a reliable source of ideas ... I just wish someone could invent a decent waterproof notepad :-)

I can also recommend vigourous exercise such as martial arts. Although you sacrifice time, you gain improved health and mood, and that's important for the long run...

Anonymous.




Reply





[-]quintopia12y360
Although it has been years, and Anonymous may never see this, I just want to point out to any future readers that have their best thoughts in the shower that decent waterproof notepads now exist. "AquaNotes" is one I have tried, and it works exactly as advertised. And the paper isn't unreasonably thick either...




Reply





[-]Dojan11y40
Every scuba diver has a plastic plate and pencil for communicating anything more complicated than what ordinary hand signs will do...




Reply






[-]Thecommexokid11y30
Alas, I fear that the very presence of such a notepad would eliminate whatever feature it is of showers that make them such frequent idea-generators.




Reply





[-]alicey11y70
You'd think so, but it's quite the opposite for me!




Reply









[-]MarsColony_in10years9y50
You need a good pen too, since most won't write underwater. Divers use the same sorts of space pens that NASA does, or similar designs that take the same ink cartridges. They can write in boiling water or in Antarctic temperatures, or even upside down. I have one, but have not tested these claims yet.

As a side note, it's a common misconception that the space pen was developed by NASA. There's an old joke that NASA spent millions or billions to develop a pen which would work without gravity, while the Russians used a pencil. In reality, pencils were used by both space agencies, but they create lots of graphite dust which damages sensitive electronics and clogs air filters in the life support system. The Fisher space pen was developed on their own dime, and they were sold to NASA for $6 apiece. After the deaths in the Apollo 1 fire, NASA was eager to remove all flammable materials such as pencils from high oxygen environment inside space capsules.




Reply












[-]Ian_C.15y30
Many rationalists (not saying Eli is one) are of the opinion that introspection is worthless (or at least suspect), so not surprising that trying to predict certain things doesn't occur to us.




Reply






[-]Vladimir_Slepnev15y00
The self help route. I've seen good bloggers succumb to it. Please don't go there.




Reply






[-]Z._M._Davis15y140
I'm sure you've already heard this, but have you tried reading relevant papers rather than random websites?

Personally, I'm kind of giving up on "discipline" as such, in favor of looking for things worth doing and then doing them because they are worth doing. Why torture myself trying to regulate and control every minute, when that doesn't even work? Of course every minute is precious, but just because I'm not following a schedule doesn't mean nothing valuable is getting done. Whatever happened to the power of play? The first virtue is curiosity, isn't it?

Results are mixed so far, but with a certain history, even "mixed" counts as a win.




Reply





[-]NevilleSandiego11y60
I have difficulty even making myself do things I enjoy, or I know to be rewarding. Like reading a book on something I'm interested in, or going for a walk in the sun, or making a serious go of understanding some basic quantum theory. I do very few things because I'm anticipating some kind of long term benefit. I do stuff because I expect it to be interesting and fun now. Still have difficulty with impetus.




Reply









[-]Andrew_Wilcox15y70
In their book Art & Fear: Observations On the Perils (and Rewards) of Artmaking, David Bayles and Ted Orland say that by their observation the elements that prove to allow a creative person to work are essentially idiosyncratic.

For example, they say, Hemingway discovered that in order to be productive, he needed to stand up while typing.

And, they continue, this discovery of Hemingway's is useless to nearly everyone else: other artists find what they need to be productive is something different.

Most productivity suggestions are naturally from people who found something that worked for them, and so recommend that's what you should do: "The Standing Up Method for Productive Writing".

So in lieu of a working general theory, the solution is to be experimental on a personal level: find a way to measure your productivity, even if subjectively, vary your working conditions in systematic way, and see what makes a difference for you.
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[-]Alexei_Turchin15y00
Several days ago I have night dream there I met someone who said to me: "you even don''t realize what is your main problem. It is haos". He ment that all that I did during a day or full life was haotic, but not planned.

But I do the same - then I am tired I browes random sites, untill unpredictable moment then I feel new interest to work. Maybe it is working strategy after all?




Reply






[-]SMcKV15y10
"The solution is to be experimental on a personal level: find a way to measure your productivity, even if subjectively, vary your working conditions in systematic way, and see what makes a difference for you."

Exactly.  As a working, self-supporting artist, I learned pretty early that I could rely on certain techniques for working through problem times.  The tools of the job delighted me, drew me back to the work table.  I learned what it takes to move around problems, see them from a variety of perspectives.  It became important (if frustrating) to junk stuff that was bad and that I couldn't fix.  I learned that walking out the door and doing something completely different helped a lot.  Most of all (and this took ages) I figured out what makes my brain work -- and that's when I began to develop some serious self-respect!  Maybe thinking in terms of keeping your creativity alive, rather than "getting the job done," would help. Even artists stick to work schedules:  self-discipline (and/or disregarding the demands of others) may sound like a bummer, but it's the oil in the engine.




Reply






[-]RT_Wolf15y30
You could take advantage of Parkinson's Law using the following:

http://www.stevepavlina.com/blog/2004/10/timeboxing/

You could also take a gander at the 4-Hour Work Week, even if you're not interested in working for 4 hours a week, he lists a lot of great productivity tips in there such as, indeed, limiting your working time to a certain schedule, for some reason your mind then gets the idea that working time is limited and will respond to the scarcity by taking full advantage of it. I've found this one to be particularly helpful.

Thanks for mentioning the mind projection fallacy, I've written about it before on my blog but never realized it had a name. I've used this phenomenological fact to help me guide my emotions towards happiness but recognizing that the "problem" or "frustrating" aspects of something are in my own mind, and not in the world, and that I'd rather be happy.

Anyhoo, good luck! Hope this helps! Pavlina has a lot of other good articles on productivity, such as here:

http://www.stevepavlina.com/articles/

Enjoy!




Reply






[-]James_D._Miller15y-10
Have you ever had a job where your boss yelled at you if you weren't continually working? If not consider getting a part-time job at a fast food restaurant where you work maybe one day a week for eight hours at a time. Fast food restaurant managers are quite skilled at motivating (and please forgive this word) "lazy" youths.

Think of willpower as a muscle. And think of the fast food manager as your personal trainer.

My guess is your problem arises from never having had to stay up all night doing homework that you found boring, pointless, tedious, and very difficult.




Reply






[-]Eliezer Yudkowsky15y90
I'm not particularly asking for help on the productivity thing.  Just remarking on the realization that the Mind Projection Fallacy extends to, as it were, real life.




Reply






[-]pdf23ds15y20
Huh. I always had the impression you were quite productive. Makes me feel better. I've been doing better with it for the past several months, which I attribute to medications.




Reply






[-]RT_Wolf15y-10
You're welcome, anyhoo, as is any other reader who might find value in the comments. In the future, you can specify the comments you would like specifically, so that you can get exactly what you're looking for, instead of people doing crazy things like interpreting what you said differently and acting according to their interpretation in a space for their words.

I feel slighted that I attempted to offer a bit of advice that's worked well for me and I didn't even get a "thank you" and instead a "I'm not interested in what you have to say". My feelings may not have much to do with you, except to suggest that a little manners go a long way.

Take care, and I mean that sincerely.




Reply






[-]Anonymous4715y20
You may want to consider Amphetamine. It worked wonders for me.




Reply





[-]David Althaus13y60
The mathematician Erdös used it, too.
From Wikipedia:

"After 1971 Erdös also took amphetamines, despite the concern of his friends, one of whom (Ron Graham) bet him $500 that he could not stop taking the drug for a month.[12] Erdős won the bet, but complained that during his abstinence mathematics had been set back by a month: "Before, when I looked at a piece of blank paper my mind was filled with ideas. Now all I see is a blank piece of paper." After he won the bet, he promptly resumed his amphetamine use."




Reply






[-]Bound_up9y00
I've noticed a good deal of some of the best self-improvement advice I've ever found is right here on LessWrong.

At the same time, I think EY's mention of his diligence difficulty is only incidental here. It was in the context of discussing it that he had a valuable insight, and it is this valuable insight which is his real point in this post.

The apparent chaos of a system is a sufficient condition for stupidity (in this area) on the part of the observer.

All areas which we feel are chaotic are areas which we are ignorant about, assuming that there are no fundamentally predictable phenomena.
If we can shift those areas labeled as unpredictable to predictable once studied, we may find that there are superior pursuable outcomes we could be actualizing. 

One more blind spot among many worth sacrificing to the light.




Reply









[-]Fargo15y80
I worked at an ISP call center for a few years, doing tech support. My numbers weren't great, in terms of calls handled per day. I can't recall the number anymore, but while I usually got close, it was always a near thing. At some point my brain would just go numb.

If anyone is curious sitting at a phone for hours a day is soul crushing. Just FYI.

We got two 15 minute breaks and a half hour lunch. One day I decided to start taking a short break after every few calls, trying to amortize my half hour of small break time out over the whole day. I'd like to say it was because I carefully plotted out what would help me the most, but I was essentially an insensate beast at that point and can only thank my subconscious for its brave effort to keep me from dying. Anyway, the day I started doing that my numbers nearly doubled, and remained high from there on. The key, it seems to me now, wasn't just that I wasn't working during my two to five minute breaks, but that I would actually get completely away from my work area. Go the bathroom, get some water, buy a soda, bother the smokers, whatever. If I just sat at my desk browsing the internet, I got nowhere near the same feeling.

It was a unique revelation for me. True, I was taking more break time than I was allotted, because I'm bad at tracking things like that, but nobody cared because my numbers, and caller satisfaction, were rather high.




Reply





[-]taryneast13y20
Yah - I can vouch for that. I need to leave my desk at lunchtime. Usually take a book up on the roof and I read. Anything as long as it is away. If I stay at the desk and websurf, I find I'm just not as productive, when I start working again. 




Reply









[-]Tom_Breton15y00
@RT Wolf:  Thanks for the Pavlina link.  It looks fascinating so far.




Reply






[-]Aron15y-10
So it can be a mind projection fallacy even when you are ultimately reasoning about your own mind? Something needs to cancel out in the divisor. A more accurate assessment of others' mental nature may not assist you when you then tie it back into your own. You have mentioned this productivity issue a couple times, and yet don't want solutions suggested. Now that could be because the solution itself is OT (identifying is ok, but fixing a bias is OT), or because you don't think what works for others could actually work for you.




Reply






[-]Aron15y10
meh. My last point doesn't make sense. Fixing the bias isn't equivalent to fixing your problem.




Reply






[-]billswift15y10
Some of Steve Pavlina's essays are excellent, unfortunately he also advocates a lot of wacko stuff.  I finally just quit reading his site because all the newer stuff seemed to be more than a little on the crackpot side.  Enjoy.




Reply





[-]ABranco14y00
Exactly. 

Some of Pavlina's advice on sleeping habits, for instance, is very eye-opening. But his posts should be taken with a grain of salt, though, as there's a great deal of magical thinking and new-age, the-secret-like self-help in his site.




Reply









[-]Richard_Hollerith215y10
The self help route. I've seen good bloggers succumb to it. Please don't go there.


Will the writer of that please explain why?  I take it that the warning is against using self help advice in one's own life -- not against writing about it in a blog.




Reply






[-]The_Uncredible_Hallq15y00
I find this post interesting, because I wonder whether you really have periods where you can't work and therefore must do other things, or whether the other things get in the way of working. My default assumption is that website browsing keeps me from getting work done, because finding a cool website is instant gratification while serious work involves delayed gratification. Similarly, I'm doing national novel writing month right now, and I found my most productive fifteen minutes were when a friend said, out of nowhere, "want to see who can do the most work in 15 minutes?" It may have been the most productive fifteen minutes of my life, because the $0 bet meant doing semi-serious work = instant gratification, rather than the delayed gratification it usually involves.




Reply






[-]Catherine15y20
Interesting... It's true that inversion (as general type, of which the mind projection fallacy is token) is constantly applicable to daily life, in particular to interpersonal relations. Someone may seem too arrogant to be willing to listen to you, but you should always step back and ask whether it might be more useful to restate the problem, "I am not presenting my points in an interesting or persuasive enough way to interest or persuade this person." These thoughts are two sides of one coin. Each is valuable in some circumstance: the first if you can successfully solve the problem by chiding the person, the second if you can solve the problem by being more interesting or persuasive. (And either can have some not-to-be-overlooked effect on your self-esteem.)

But look -- a word of advice on self-discipline, to your readers if you yourself aren't looking for it. If you think of yourself as a system whose operations you cannot OR can predict, you have lost half the battle before starting. I recognize that you can sometimes e.g. alter some aspects of your environment that you can see affecting you, but if you can't manage that without coming to think of yourself as a passive recipient of effects upon you, you should change your mindset altogether. In short: DECIDE to work. Just do it.

Also -- well said, Uncredible. I find -- if I may be hypocritical a moment -- that novelty is highly effective; whenever I make some new resolution, it works for some short amount of time. Then I have to make a different one, based on a different principle of hope. The issue is confidence. Once a strategy fails to work once, I no longer have faith in it. What's more, since I know that confidence is what strategies give me and that I'm prone to lose confidence as soon as one fails to work once, I REALLY no longer have faith in it. It's a sick cycle. I wouldn't have that problem if only I would attribute agency to myself...




Reply






[-]Ian_C.15y60
'I found my most productive fifteen minutes were when a friend said, out of nowhere, "want to see who can do the most work in 15 minutes?"'

That's interesting, because historically great works have been accomplished when a group of really talented people get together in the same place (e.g. Florence, Silicon Valley, Manhattan Project).

The Internet is great in that it enables you to find like minded people and bounce ideas of them. But that's only half the achievement puzzle. The other half is pestering each other to work, which the Internet is not so good for.




Reply






[-]pdf23ds15y110
In short: DECIDE to work. Just do it.

For those lacking the relative self-discipline, this is like asking someone to lift a box that's too heavy for them. It's exactly the same as telling an obese person to just stop eating so much. If someone has the self-discipline, it can be helpful advice in certain circumstances. If they don't, all the advice leads to is cycles of guilt and frustration.

(I don't mean to say Eliezer has no self-discipline. What he's trying to do requires huge reserves of it.)




Reply






[-]Roland215y00
What I'm successfully experimenting with at the moment is:

Prime the pump for action! Whatever you need to do, just get started. If instead you start thinking and analysing too much you will find 1000s of other things to do. A related advice: do your email and webbrowsing at the end of the day, not at the beginning or middle.




Reply






[-]haig215y20
It is interesting that no one from this group of empirical materialists has suggested looking at this problem from the perspective of human physiology.  If I tried painting a house for hours on end I would need to rest--my hand would be sore, I'd be weak and tired, and generally would  lack the energy to continue.  Why would exercising your brain be significantly different?  If Eli is doing truly mentally strenuous work for hours, it is not simply a problem of willpower, but mental energy.  Maintaining a high level of cognitive load will physically wear you out.  The US military is experimenting with fnirs-based neuroimaging devices to see if they can measure how much cognitive load they can put on workers in high-performance mental situations the same way you measure how much weight a person can lift or how much time/distance someone can run.

If the problem was that he could not get going at all, then it is more of a psychological problem such as procrastination.  But it seems to be that he just wants to sustain long stretches of high-performance cognitive work, which unfortunately the brain cannot do.  Switching to watching a video or browsing the web is your brain stopping the run and resorting to walking until it rests enough.




Reply






[-]kanzure15y60
http://www.autistics.org/library/inertia.html

"Wanting and Doing: A common-sense model and its limitations.

In high school, I passed many hours thinking about how I wanted to be doing my homework, being frustrated with myself for not doing my homework, making elaborate plans to try to get myself to homework... and still not starting my homework. When I've tried to describe how this worked to others, I've generally been met with disbelief. "If you didn't do it," they say, "You must not really have wanted to." This idea seems to function partly as a belief about how people work, but also partly as a definition -- what a person wants to do is almost defined as what they end up doing. The belief-structure underlying this -- our society's common-sense explanation for what a person does and does not end up doing -- seems to go something like this:

A person is a chooser. They have an array of options laid out in front of them, and they take whichever one they most want -- whichever option they care most about doing. What a person does is exactly the same as what that person cares most about doing.

I don't know how well this model works for most people, but I know this model does not work for me, or for a number of other ACs. For the purpose of this paper, I'll call anyone for whom this model is far from working "inertial", and I'll call the phenomena which make it difficult or impossible for them to connect intention and action "inertia". I'm going to try to explore what factors effect inertia in various people, and how one might structure one's life to make inertia less of a problem.
Assumed Skill Sets

To begin with, it might be useful to look at the skillsets a person would need to have, in order for what they did to be whatever they cared most about doing. A person would need, among other things, to:

	Notice they can make a choice.
	Notice what options are possible in their situation.
	Figure out how they feel about the various options.
	Bring "online" any skills which will be needed to carry out those steps (for example, if their choice requires standing up, they'll need to bring "online" whatever motor skills are involved in standing up. If their choice involves writing an essay, they'll have to bring "online" all the pieces of knowledge and manners of thought involved in essay-writing).
	Begin -- i.e., actually start moving, in response to thought.


Since a lot of ACs are missing various neuro-typical cognitive modules, and since if any of these steps fails to work in a given situation the person will be inertial in that situation, it is perhaps not surprising that a lot of ACs are inertial. Also, since removing various skills from that list will all result in a disconnect between intention and action, but will have rather different internal dynamics, it is perhaps not surprising that the details of how the person is inertial, and of what changes make sense to address that, vary widely from person to person. "




Reply






[-]Roland215y00
@haig: good point.

@Bryan Bishop:
Your quote about inertia reminded me of EY's post Created Already In Motion.




Reply






[-]Marshall15y-20
I think you are very productive Eliezer. Human Rationality is surely not tortured wheels squeekily running every second of the day - producing producing producing.

Human rationality should not and cannot be made into an assembley line.

Not Getting Things Done in a balance with GTD is important. Productivity is one of the big American lies.




Reply






[-]Joshua_Fox15y00
Among the positive values of school, matriculation exams, college, grad school, the tenure system, and the career-track rat-race: In some cases they help motivate and bring out the best in people; even smart, creative people sometimes need that sort of external motivation.

(See also James Miller above.)




Reply






[-]Patri_Friedman15y10
I'm not particularly asking for help on the productivity thing.

Why not?  Isn't this topic deeply related to overcoming bias?  To me, they are all part of the same striving for self-improvement.  Improving my ability to work and not be distracted is a way to be a more effective human (better at achieving my goals), just like improving my ability to accurately judge the truth and not be biased.

While it doesn't have much recursive loop potential, an improvement in personal productivity is a meta-level improvement - it improves our general ability to create stuff / advance science.  Advancements in this area have a leveraged effect in that they could potentially cause lots of people to accomplish lots more.

So I think it's really important, and I wish we talked about it more here.  Among other things, it seems to affect some of the smartest people, so I see potentially huge gains from getting better at it.  David Allen has done far more to make people more effective than this blog has.




Reply






[-]valentina15y00
he he.. that's quite normal actually.. when looking for the solution of a problem the last resorts seems to be the mirror..




Reply






[-]Less_Anonymous15y00
Seconding Anonymous's recommendation of amphetamine, unless you're particularly addiction-prone. After years of trying to bootstrap willpower, it's fairly shocking to find it waiting in a pill. Even if you only use it for a short time, the potential long-term gains from taking short-term control of your life are huge.

As a mathematician, you may be particularly interested in Paul Erdős as a data point.




Reply






[-]Tom_Breton15y00
@billswift: You were right about Pavlina.  I discovered that as I read more of his stuff.




Reply






[-]Robin415y-10
Most interesting/creative people have some sort of ADD Personality...




Reply





[-]danlowlite14y20
[Citation Needed]

Knowing I am but one data point, I do not see myself as anything like an ADD personality, though I do see myself as creative (though not necessarily interesting). I can sit and work at a story for hours. This, unfortunately, is not the most efficient way to do things because I rarely have those kind of blocks of time. 

I have no suggestions for anyone; for some reason I have the ability to clear my mind and work. I must confess that I have not bothered to find out why. 




Reply









[-]Richard_Hollerith215y00
Amphetamine (Ritalin, Adderall) did not help me on net, and I took >~30 mg Adderall on many days, once went up to 60 mg and tried it in combination with a benzodiazapine.  Point is that I explored a wide variety of doses, including 7.5 mg, 10, 15, 20 mg / day.

Moreover, besides alcohol, amphetamine has the highest correlation with violent behavior of any drug, and even behavior that suggest that one might become violent has a significant change of very costly socioeconomic consequences.




Reply






[-]Z._M._Davis15y00
Catherine: "If you think of yourself as a system whose operations you cannot OR can predict [...]"

But isn't this actually true? I mean, law of the excluded middle, right?

Or am I just trying to hard to be clever?




Reply





[-]Strange711y00
It is possible to be able to predict some, but not all, of a system's operations.




Reply









[-]righthereonthisrock13y-30
"inverted stupidity" is too complex.

It's just stupidity. We're always thinking exactly only of ourselves. All we CAN think about is ourselves. 

Other people can organize things in new ways and show you with sometimes profoundly stupid patterns.

You say it yourself, Eliezer: The universe whispers of a mundane truth. I think that the mundane truth is that everything you think of is some degree of stupidity, were I to define stupidity as a feeling of reeling from the unknown... trying to catch your balance as opposed to falling and just seeing what it means to let yourself be stupid for a moment and feel the pain.

Our obsession with anticipation, were it complete, would lead to convoluted and always wrong, for lack of perfect information, experience stop-signs.

Would it be such a stretch to call "stupidity" and the act of catching yourself on a flimsy surface quite one and the same?

Catching yourself for now so you can prolong the experience of imagining what wrong might be.
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[-]shokwave13y50

I think that the mundane truth is that everything you think of is some degree of stupidity, were I to define stupidity as a feeling of reeling from the unknown...



And every temperature is some degree of heat; it doesn't make sense to say that everything is hot.
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[-]righthereonthisrock13y-30
I guess I'd say that when thinking gets too intense for your mind's environment, do you start thinking really hard about something that might seem like less thinking because you're being fed the thought?

When lifting weights gets too intense for your body's environment, do you go to the next room and start dancing to cool off?

...does that relate them well enough? 

Considering that this is an observation of an experience as it applies to the process of "abstraction in the highest", I think perhaps some abstraction in your path to understanding can be helpful.
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[-]shokwave13y00

...does that relate them well enough?



No, unfortunately.
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[-]righthereonthisrock13y-40
Don't think too hard. In fact, sit on the floor for a while. :)
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[-]JohnEPaton12y00
I'm not sure if I completely get this post. Are you saying that the amount of time when you cannot work is chaotic or not? If I get it correctly, you're saying that when you feel like you cannot work you can often look at various things that are going on (such as when you last had a meal, what time it is, whether you recently exercised etc...) and then use these factors to add an element of predictability into your down time. Is this right?
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[-]Epiphany11y-10
I think all chaos is just an order too complex to understand at first.
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[-]Epiphany11y00
"Chaotic" productivity explanations:

I read a book called "The power of full engagement, manage energy not time." in which it explains that studies show that a 15 minute break every 90 minutes or thereabouts increases productivity.  There are other studies with results like this - for instance, Ford's study that showed that his workers, if putting in 60 hours a week, would actually lose productivity so that after two consecutive weeks of this, their productivity level would dip below 40 hours.  If I remember correctly, the clue to why this happens is an increase in errors.  You're probably familiar with the labor laws that correspond - I read somewhere that they were based on these discoveries.

Not sure whether there are any theories about why the brain needs to rest, but there's probably some kind of important purpose for this.

I have experimented a bit with my needs for rest and I've discovered things like:

The more I am enjoying my activity, the longer I can focus.  Might this be similar to what's described in Overcoming Bias's new "Sleep Is To Save Energy" article which explains that some people seem not to need as much sleep because they have more energy.  I realize "energy" is kind of a curiosity stopper here.  For a guess at what it means, I'd say possibly more neurotransmitters like serotonin and dopamine.  Though it's obviously high-risk to mess with brain chemistry, it isn't high-risk to learn stress reduction techniques or increase your enjoyment of work and see if those make a dent.

Sometimes if I'm experiencing stress-related burnout, simply laying down in a quiet and dark environment for 20 minutes or so restores me.  Note: I am not talking about sleeping, the objective is to avoid stimulation.  This is especially good for stress-related burnout.  

I've observed that stretching restores a decent amount of functioning during stress-related burnout.  I don't know the reason for this but I've wondered if it had anything to do with muscles releasing chemicals when stretched or stretching affecting circulation.  

I encounter little "snags" throughout my day - I'm wondering things like "How do I apply my philosophy to this scenario?" or "There's a new piece of information, I wonder if I will have to stop doing things this way after I investigate it." which can create a necessity to do some simple activity that allows for processing.  

Sometimes a reminder keeps surfacing in my mind over and over again which interferes with my concentration so I get fed up and do something with it.

Sometimes I'm trying to remember something, or come up with an idea, and for some reason, doing something completely different for a short while causes a memory or idea to pop up suddenly.

I get a desire to exercise certain parts of my brain that haven't been exercised for a while (this often results in a need to do something visual after programming all day).  The brain seems to have built-in motivation to do things that will cause you to learn optimally (From the book: Flow: The psychology of optimal experience) and to avoid things that won't.  So it occurs to me to wonder if this is it's way of motivating me to be adaptive by avoiding specializing too narrowly.

I remember hearing a theory that dreaming is your brain's way of organizing your memories.  I've read other theories since then which contradicted it and I'm not really sure what to think of them, but it occurs to me that there may be regular maintenance activities the brain must do to stay organized and optimized.

Variations in exercise may affect things: "The power of full engagement" explains that if you exercise 20 minutes twice a week, you'll get a 15% boost in productivity.  

In addition to assuming that your productivity was chaotic, it is also a mistake to assume that the brain works in such a way that it SHOULD be able to do an arbitrary activity constantly for an indefinite time period.  This may be a remnant of Puritan work ethics that have made their way into our culture, which are definitely not optimally productive if you look at the research.
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[-]MBlume11y50

a 15 minute break every 90 minutes



People can work for 90 minutes?! Like... without stopping?
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[-]Nick_Tarleton11y20
You've never flow-stated on a piece of code for 90 minutes? (I'm not absolutely sure I ever have, but I'd be surprised if not.)
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[-]Epiphany11y10
For me, it depends on what I'm doing.  Give me something tedious, and I can barely focus to save my life.  If it's something I'm well suited to, I can do it  for hours and hours, resenting even the short breaks my body forces me to take in order to get something edible from the refrigerator.  Maybe you just haven't really thought about which activities you have the most stamina for?

I'd find it hard to do math for a whole 90 minutes, but I can write, do visual art or do emotional support for hours at a time.  Not sure how long I can flow while programming - the boss said I have to take breaks.  I think I've gone at least two hours.
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[-]NevilleSandiego11y00
Nuuu! I KNOW I'm stupid! I can see myself frittering away my time, thinking 'wow I'm on the ball, I deserve a break' AND 'agh I'm not getting anything done, I should take a break', even now I have things I SHOULD be doing. And  I KNOW I'd enjoy them if I actually did them- I study science cos I love it, not cos I love putting it off. I know all the benefits, and they're not even long term, mostly I get a high return on very little investment.  There's a little voice in me, screaming, and it can't make me do anything. AGH. WHY STUPID THINGS WHY? 
So I was hoping this was going to be some kind of terribly clever rationalist approach to productivity. Oh well, back to hitting myself over the head with a mallet.
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[-]ialdabaoth11y80

Maybe it wasn't that my productivity was unusually chaotic; maybe I was just unusually stupid with respect to predicting it.



You've now been aware of this idea for 5 years. Do you have any further data? Which direction has this prior updated toward?




Reply






[-]Adam Zerner10y00
On the subject of hour-to-hour productivity, the Pomodoro Technique works well for me. Basically, you just set aside 40 minutes or so of completely uninterrupted time. If there's something that pops into your head, just write it down and do it later. When the 40 minutes are up, you've completed one pomodoro.

I find that I want to complete as many Pomodoro's as I can, sorta like a game.




Reply






[-]Capla9y00
A Digression: This is interesting to me in an interesting way.

Often, I find that thinkers, even seemingly broad thinkers, have one idea, one simple concept that connects to everything they do. 

A typical example of this is Nassim Taleb, who says himself that he is concerned with one topic: Randomness.

Eliezer is the other primary person to whom I attribute one key idea (I'd be interested if he, or anyone else disagrees). It seems to me that the one idea that encompasses everything that Eliezer does is Intelligence.

Reading this post, I realized, randomness is the flip-side of the coin, the negative-inverse of intelligence! The absence of intelligence, seen "from the inside", is randomness. Randomness is just phenomena that are responding to a higher ordering than one's mind can grasp. 

Randomness is a measure of intelligence. The greater one's intelligence, the less randomness there is (to it).

My world just grew a little more connected. 
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[-]Lumifer9y00
You may be interested in another word, then: entropy.
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[-]AshwinV9y00

Randomness is a measure of intelligence. The greater one's intelligence, the less randomness there is (to it).



While I agree with the gist of what you're saying, you may wanna rephrase the above sentence (it sounds too general, and is  a terrible statement when taken out of context). 

The point I'm trying to make is that you can have a low intelligence person/animal/machine/system, which can perceive very little randomness. Therefore, this relation doesn't hold out on either end of the spectrum. There is very little "randomness" to an entity (read as "perceived by") in blissful ignorance, and there is very little randomness to a "sufficiently advanced intelligence". 

Furthermore, this isn't something that happens only in extreme cases. It's a pattern that can be seen at many levels in many many forms.

It kind of renders the whole point moot. However, I do concede that for a given set of data, within a fixed paradigm, the rule does have some applicability.
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[-]JohnFisher9y20
Sugar.
Fruit or a glass of good juice or whatever works for you. Brain consumes quite a lot of energy, as probably all of you can quantify better than I. It is well understood in the software world that nobody can work well for hours straight. Everybody needs to take breaks. Young people foolishly believe they can do good work for hours on no sleep, but I don't agree.

Quiet.
I am a bit deaf now, enough to have trouble parsing conversations. When I put on hearing protectors ( 10db? 20db? they work pretty well for $20) my IQ rises by 20 points. really.

Habit.
Many years ago I had a friend who was the most prolific American author after Asimov. He had fantastic work habits of course. Every night at about 10PM he unplugged the phone and required himself to sit at the typewriter until 3 or 4 when he went to bed. If he wrote nothing he told me he didn't breate himself, just sitting was his job. He did his research in the afternoon. I think part of his success was that he didn't expect himself to be good at starting work, he expected distractions.
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[-]stripey73y10
Unless you're on a really short deadline, why even regard this as a problem? Maybe your brain does some things best while your conscious attention is elsewhere.
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