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It takes a new kind of focus to juggle all those demands that grab our attention in a modern workplace.

Dealing with distraction at the workplace
By Edward M. Hallowell, MD

D

o you have a tendency to hop from task to task? From
idea to idea? Place to place? Do you often feel overwhelmed, even when, in reality, you are not?
What about the tendency to over-commit, to make
yourself too available, allow too many interruptions and
say “yes” too quickly? Do you have a growing need to constantly check for electronic “hits” by looking at your email,
scanning Facebook and other social media, talking or texting on a smart phone, or Googling random subjects?
I call these habits ADT’s—“attention deficit traits,” a
term I coined to describe an increasingly common problem
in the modern workplace. We develop ADT’s in an effort
to cope with the stresses in our lives—many of which are
brought on by incessant demands, temptations and opportunities that hijack our attention. It’s as if we’re all operating on overloaded circuits.

refer to as “drift,” when people are altogether unfocused.
At the opposite extreme, people are so immersed in what
they are doing, they become one with the action, oblivious to distractions and temptations that pull at many of
us. This is a state called “flow.”
Short of “flow” there is focus, the standard term for
a clear, concentrated state of mind. And somewhere in
between is what I call “flexible focus.” It’s a way of tapping into some of the qualities of flow without being so
absorbed that you can’t do anything else. In a state of
flexible focus, you retain the ability to concentrate on a
task while, at the same time, remain open to new input.
Achieving flexible focus

In flexible focus, you combine your creative powers with
your powers to organize and analyze. You are able to
take in new input—without becoming sidetracked by it.
You’re able to stay on task, but not so rigidly that you
What is flexible focus?
miss something important. Sounds like a state worth aspiring to, doesn’t it?
What we need to do, of course, is to figure out a way to
To achieve flexible focus, we need to ask ourselves:
manage and maintain our ability to focus on our work in
“What are the obstacles to the free movement of inforthe face of all these distractions, both real and perceived.
mation and ideas through my mind? What can I do to
Let’s start by looking at what we mean by the word
remove them?”
focus. It is a broad concept. At one extreme is a state we
Continued on page 2...

Distractions...

Get help if you need it. Consider

Continued from page 1...

Most of us can describe the
obstacles we’re dealing with: ongoing distractions, nonstop interruptions, “screen sucking” and a
general overloading of our mental
circuits. But few of us know how
to remove those barriers.
While I fully agree that we
are contending with forces never
seen before in the modern workplace, I also know that any person
can learn to modulate distraction
and overload well enough to take
greater control, while becoming
healthier, happier and more productive in the process.
The basic plan
Let’s assume you have looked at
your own self-limiting patterns—
and are ready to make changes
that will help you achieve a higher
level of productivity. Here’s a plan
for some of the things you can do
that will lead to flexible focus.
Although the details will vary
from person to person, certain elements must appear in every plan,
just as some ingredients are essential to, say, all good red sauces.
My basic recipe has several
ingredients—and you will need all
of them. You can add your own
favorite flavorings to the mix, but
make sure you include the following:
Energy. You’ll be surprised at how

much more focused you can be if
you follow my “sensational six”
practices of energy management.
They are: sleep, nutrition, exercise,
meditation, cognitive stimulation
and positive human contact. You
need to monitor your brain’s energy supply at least as carefully as
you monitor your car’s supply of
gas or your bank account’s supply
of money.

that someone else might know
something you don’t know—and
may have insights that you could
value. It’s one thing to march to
the beat of your own drum, but
it’s quite another to block out all
the other instruments. Stubborn
pride is worse than just being a
distraction. It can be blinding.
Key strategies
Here are a few more suggestions
that can help you learn how to
stay focused, boost your productivity and remain sane in this crazybusy world.

and low on fear—ideally in a position that allows you to use your
best talents. It’s important also to
be aware of the things that trigger
your emotions and learn to manage them.
Engagement. To perform at your

best, you need to be engaged or
“hooked.” As Jim Loehr, one of
the leading authorities on peak
performance, points out, engagement, like a turbo charge, drives
us to achieve our best. When you
work in your “sweet spot,” a place
where you love what you’re doing
and are good at it—and someone
is paying you for your work—you
maximize your chances of being
fully engaged.
Structure. This simplest of words

has magnificent power. Structure
clears your way. It slashes through
the underbrush. It provides boundaries that keep you from being led
off track. Structure refers to the
world you create for yourself and
the work world you build. It also
refers to what you do, rather than
what you let be done to you. Flexible focus requires structure, and
structure requires planning and
Emotion. Passion drives achievetaking back the control you may
ment. In order to achieve flexible
have unwittingly given away.
focus, you’ll need to learn how
to regulate your emotional state. Control. The entire plan depends
Emotion can be your greatest ally, on exercising what control you
and it can also hold you back more have—rather than allowing your
than your worst enemy.
overheated, speeded-up modern
One secret is to work in an life to control you. People do have
environment that’s high on trust varying levels of control, depend2

Prioritize. Focus on what matters

”I’m on the way...don’t start without me.”

most—this minute, this hour, this
ing on their situations, but most day, this week, this month, this
people today have more control year, this decade, this lifetime.
than they actually use.
Connect. Recognize the power of
love and the human connection.
Managing your emotions
Do not allow electronic moments
Since negative emotions have the to overrun your life.
power to shatter one’s focus—and
do so frequently—a bit of self- Create boundaries. Download my
awareness can go a long way. Here free crazybusy app from iTunes for
are a few tips to help you better iPhone, iPad, and iPod Touch. It
manage your own psyche at the can help you from being pulled in
too many directions at once.
workplace.
Work with your emotional grain.

Be joyful. Recognize that pleasure

If you like groups, try to work in
groups and avoid being alone too
much. If you like privacy and solitude, try to work more on your
own. If you like taking chances,
take chances. If you don’t, don’t.
If you get upset in the presence of
conflict, be a peacemaker. But if
you like to fight, try to find work
in an arena where that is an asset.
It’s the most time-tested wisdom, put in different ways by the
ancient Greeks, the Bible, the Torah and Shakespeare: First, know
yourself, then be true to yourself.

isn’t the same as joy and stimulation is not the same as substance.

Identify your hot buttons. Who

or what annoys you in particular? A know-it-all? Someone who
interrupts? A name dropper? A
blowhard? Try to be prepared—
and when you see one coming,
either get out of the way or suck
it up. Learn to control your responses. Tell yourself: “I’m not
going to let this jerk or situation
ruin my day.”

Allow for downtime. Be aware

that when you are doing nothing,
your brain is still doing a lot.
There may have been a more
exciting, uncertain time to be
alive, but I can’t think of one.
The best way to take advantage
of the many opportunities in this
teeming era is to become master of
your own mind. Learn the skill of
flexible focus. Tapping into your
energy and emotions will propel
you to do far more than you may
have believed was possible in all
aspects of your life—both at work
and at home. And at the same
time, you’ll be able to hold on to
and cherish what matters most to
you. u
—Adapted from the author’s book
“Driven to Distraction at Work: How
to Focus and Be More Productive”
(Harvard Business Review Press).
See also pages 6 and 8.
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Interchange

Improved vows give marriage a better chance
A reader writes

T

here’s a fascinating article in
Psychology Today magazine by
Samantha Joel, MA, who does research on romantic relationships
at the University of Toronto.
She says the traditional vows
that most of us take when we get
married—promising each other to
“stay together for richer, for poorer, in sickness and health”—can
definitely be improved.
If people want a truly fulfilling
and lasting relationship, Joel says,
they might consider the following
research-based vows that would
also offer some practical direction
to help couples actually keep their
promises to each other.

I promise to support and protect
your freedom. Although our lives
are intertwined, your choices are
still yours alone.
It’s crucial to maintain one’s
individuality in a long-term relationship. Research suggests that
people who are pressured by a
partner into making decisions feel
less fulfilled.
I promise to respect, admire and
appreciate you for who you are, as
well as for the person you wish to
become.
Striving to see the best in each
other and supporting each other’s
attempts to grow and improve
over time (researchers call this
the Michelangelo phenomenon)

is highly beneficial for you, your
partner and your relationship.
I promise to show you, every day,
that I know exactly how lucky I am
to have you in my life.
When we express gratitude to
our partners and make them feel
appreciated, they tend to feel happier, more committed and more
appreciative themselves.
I promise to keep our lives exciting,
adventurous and full of passion.
Research shows that couples
are much happier when they engage in interesting and new things
together. Keep traveling, keep
courting each other and keep sharing novel experiences. u

research review

Can musical training improve kids’ brains?

C

hildren who play the violin or study piano
could be learning more than just Mozart. A
University of Vermont College of Medicine
child psychiatry team has found that musical
training may also help kids focus their attention, control their emotions and diminish their anxiety. Their
research was published in the Journal of the American
Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry.
James Hudziak, MD, professor of psychiatry and
director of the Vermont Center for Children, Youth
and Families, and his colleagues call their study the
“largest investigation of the association between playing a musical instrument and brain development.”
The research continues Dr. Hudziak’s work with
the National Institute of Health’s MRI study of normal brain development. Using the NIH database, the
team analyzed the brain scans of 232 children from
ages six to 18.
As kids age, the outer layer of the brain (cortex)
changes in thickness. Previous research showed that
cortical thickening or thinning in
specific areas reflected the occurrence of anxiety and depression,
attention problems, aggression
and behavior control issues, even
in healthy kids.
With the new study, Dr. Hudziak wanted to see if a positive activity such as music training would
influence those indicators in the
cortex.
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The study supports a model family program
Dr. Hudziak created to determine that the entirety
of young people’s environment—their parents,
teachers, friends, pets, extracurricular activities—
contributes to their psychological health. And music is a critical component in that model.
The researchers found the evidence they expected. Playing music altered motor areas of the
brain—because the activity requires control and
coordination of movement. Even more important
were changes in areas of the brain that regulate behavior. Music practice influenced thickness in the
part of the cortex that relates to executive functioning. This includes working memory, attentional
control, organization and planning.
These findings support Dr. Hudziak’s belief
that learning to play a musical instrument may
help a child battle psychological problems even
better than taking pills. “We need to try to use
positive things as treatment,” he says.
Such an approach
may be a hard sell, of
course. Research from
the Department of
Education shows that
three quarters of U.S.
high school students
“rarely or never” take
extracurricular lessons in
music or the arts. u
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Introduce baby
to vegetables
early and often

G

iving infants a new vegetable
early in life encourages them
to eat more of it—as compared
to offering a new veggie to older
kids, according to a study at the
University of Leeds in the UK
published in the journal Plos One.
The researchers also found that
even fussy eaters are able to eat a
bit more of a new vegetable each
time they are offered it.
“For parents, our research offers
some valuable guidance,” says
Professor Marion Hetherington
of the Institute of Psychological
Sciences at Leeds. “To encourage
kids to eat vegetables, start early
and often. Even if your child does
not like veggies, our study shows
that from five to 10 exposures will
do the trick.”
The researchers gave artichoke
puree to infants in three countries
from weaning age to 38 months.
They found that younger children
ate more than older children, and
that most of the kids increased
their intake over time. u

3

ELDER ISSUES

Making our streets safer for older pedestrians

W

Older walkers should be
more cautious too

e’re constantly telling our
older relatives that they
need to walk more. But
walking can be a dangerous activity for an older person.
People 65 and older make up
13 percent of the U.S. population,
but they account for 20 percent of
pedestrian deaths nationwide—
and the injuries they receive in
nonfatal accidents are more severe,
according to the AARP Bulletin.

Pedestrians have to take responsibility for their own safety as well,
and older people need to be aware
of any specific limitations such
as their poor peripheral vision or
simply needing a few more seconds to cross a street.
Here are a few of Jane Brody’s
suggestions to share with your
older relative:

Leading causes of accidents
Pedestrians are one of the few
groups of road users for whom
fatalities have increased in recent
years, according to the Highway
Safety Administration. Nearly
three out of four pedestrian deaths
occur in urban environments, at
non-intersections, and during the
nighttime. Many involve alcohol.
In Miami-Dade County, where
pedestrian injuries and deaths were
especially troublesome, each incident in a high-accident area was
analyzed according to pedestrian
age, time of day and other factors.
The leading causes were: motorists failing to yield to pedestrians in crosswalks and turning on
red lights, pedestrians entering the
street mid block or from between
parked cars and young kids walking to school unaccompanied.
On congested streets in many
large cities, pedestrian encounters
with delivery vehicles such as fork
lift trucks have become a hazard
for slower-moving older people.
This can happen in busy shopping
centers and malls as well.
Look out for bicycles too
Crossing the street has also become more difficult in communities where bicycling is on the rise.
And in neighborhoods with no
sidewalks, pedestrians may have
to compete for roadside walking
space with bikers.
Because cyclists tend to focus
on making the next traffic light or
avoiding an accident with a mo4

n Look both ways, even if you’re
crossing a one-way street.

Urban environments especially are challenging to older walkers.

tor vehicle, they can miss seeing a
pedestrian in or about to enter the
roadway. And the reflexes of many
older people are not quick enough
to avoid a run-in.
Safety measures
The Highway Safety Administration lists a number of measures to
make pedestrians more visible and
street crossings safer—the most
effective being to reduce rates of
speed for motor vehicles.
Safety experts point to the following data: a pedestrian struck by
a vehicle going 40 miles per hour
has an 85 percent chance of being killed. The odds improve to
45 percent at 30 mph and only

10 percent at 20 mph. New York
City, for one, recently lowered its
speed limit on most residential
streets to 25 mph.
Other safety measures include
installing speed bumps, textured
pavements and raised crosswalks
on residential streets.
“My vote goes to adding pedestrian push buttons, lengthening
crossing times and adding countdowns into all traffic lights, not
just those on the busiest streets,”
writes Jane Brody in her Personal
Health column in The New York
Times. “A personal favorite: Make
eye contact with drivers waiting
to turn onto the street you are
about to cross.”

To make your relative’s community walkable

S

tates are required to have a Pedestrian Coordinator whose job it is to ensure that
communities are pedestrian friendly. Also, many local associations and groups are
working to make their neighborhoods a better place to walk. Here are some steps you
can take to improve the “walkability” of your older relative’s community:
Write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper.
Contact the Mayor or a City Council member and ask for a Walkable Community
Program.
Ask local police to increase enforcement of speed limits in your neighborhood.
Survey the routes your relative uses and contact the local Department of Public Works
if sidewalks, traffic signals, and signs need to be improved.
For more information, visit www.nhtsa.gov/EveryoneIsAPedestrian. u

Cars
may be backing up. Cyclists may
be riding against traffic. And
sometimes cars go the wrong way
altogether.
n Give

yourself enough time

to cross.

If a light is flashing
“Don’t walk,” wait. And when it
says “Walk,” do not hesitate. Be
especially careful crossing intersections where there are no traffic
lights. Drivers may not see those
white lines that indicate pedestrian crosswalks.
n Know

your neighborhood.
Some streets are more dangerous
than others. Try to avoid those
with a lot of truck traffic. Be aware
of particular traffic signals that are
too short to allow safe crossing.

n Be

even more careful after

dark.

It’s a good idea (but not
always possible) to avoid walking
outside at night, especially during
the winter months when it gets
dark early. If you walk a dog, for
example, you might want to wear
reflective clothing or a safety vest.
And if you have any kind of disability that can make street crossing a challenge, don’t hesitate to
ask a more able pedestrian to assure your safe passage.
n Be

aware that many drivers are
distracted by phone calls, dropped
food, kids arguing and even pets.
Do your part as a pedestrian too:
avoid eating and having phone
conversations on the street. u
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parenting

Family storytelling promotes resilience and joy
By Anne K. Fishel, PhD

I

n any given family, thousands
of stories are told every year.
A small number of these stories get retold, but only a few
become family favorites that are
passed on to the next generation.
Family stories that get told and
retold are keepsakes, in many ways
more precious than a diamond pin
or an antique table.
No matter how old we are, telling stories is the primary way we
make sense of the world. In fact,
our brains are wired to understand
each other through stories. Medical students learn about illnesses
by reading case histories. Legal
arguments are more convincing
when they are told as narratives.
And when it comes to kids, research shows that those who know
stories about their family history
have a stronger sense of their own
well-being. This makes storytelling a vital practice in one’s family life. Let’s take a look at how it
changes as a child grows up.

spective of another person (or creature) and craft their own satisfying
ending. Young kids who know
how to tell a story also have an
easier time learning how to read.
Parents can encourage this skill.
Ask lots of “when” and “where”
questions rather than questions
with “yes” or “no” answers. Reminisce about your past experiences.

For older children
It’s fun to hear tales of parents’
childhood mischief, grandparents’ heroism, aunts and uncles
triumphing over adversity—and
anyone’s getting through a rough
patch in life. These stories can
amuse, inspire and expand for a
child the repertoire of what is possible to accomplish.
Storytelling also builds resilience and fosters optimism. Emory
University researchers have found
that kids who know more about
their family’s history suffer less
from anxiety and depression and
have higher self-esteem.

For younger children

Why storytelling helps

Hearing stories told to them by an
adult enriches children’s vocabulary, teaches narrative skills and
makes them better readers. When
stories include colorful details, plot
twists and a lively presentation,
kids recall more information. And
when parents include emotional
words, children are more apt to
talk about their own feelings.
The benefits don’t come just
from listening, however. The very
act of telling a story is powerful for
a young child. Telling a story—
just like playing with Legos, dolls
or action figures—is a form of
play. But instead of toys, children
are playing with words to make
sense of the world.
When kids tell stories about
something difficult that happened
to them, they gain some mastery
over the event. When they make
up a story, they can try on the per-

What might explain the power of
family stories to confer all of these
benefits? There is no checklist of
particular family stories that children need to know to make them
feel more resilient.

“I lived in a house just like this when I was I little girl.”

The real connection is that, in
order to learn these stories, kids
live in families that value sitting
down together and listening to
each other without distraction.
These stories let children know
that they are part of something
bigger than themselves.

When a story is difficult
What family doesn’t have a few
skeletons rattling in the closet?
Deciding which stories to tell,
which to leave out and which
to clean up before telling can be
a challenge. If you decide to tell
your kids that you smoked pot as
a teenager, were married before

Helping kids develop empathy

C

hildren develop the capacity for empathy when they grow up feeling that
someone is paying attention and really listening to them. Empathy is hardwired
into all forms of love and is, quite simply, the ability to “get” what someone else is
saying and to know that “how you feel matters to me.” Parents can develop empathy
in kids through family storytelling. Here are some strategies.
Make sure everyone gets a chance to talk. Maintain eye contact with the

speaker—and don’t make anyone have to compete with a smart phone, TV or other
screens while they’re talking.
When you tell a story, say how you felt at points along the way.

This makes your story more interesting and memorable.
Try to explain negative emotions. When you talk about a experience like an

accident, illness or death, be specific about how you felt. For example: “I was really
scared when you were in the hospital” rather than “it was a hard time for us.” u
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or that someone in the family declared bankrupcy, these guidelines
may be helpful.
mTiming is key. It depends on

the age and maturity of your child,
which only a parent can evaluate.
In general, I wouldn’t recommend
telling a child younger than 12 a
seriously upsetting story about his
or her parents’ childhood.
mHow you tell it counts. When

you tell a painful story, try to
weave in a lesson you learned or
something positive that came out
of a particular challenge.

Getting the ball rolling
We need good questions to tell
interesting stories. Here are some
that your kids might like to ask:
How did you choose my name? What
was I like as a baby? As a young
child? Do you remember any of the
songs you use to sing to me? Who was
the most important person in your
life? What is your earliest memory?
Where are your parents’ families
from? How has life been different
that what you imagined when you
were my age? u
—Adapted from the author’s new
book “Home for Dinner: Mixing
Food, Fun and Conversation for a
Happier Family and Healthier Kids”
(Amacom).
5

on the job

What to do about ‘screen sucking’ at work
By Edward M. Hallowell, MD

T

he compulsion to be always
online is the fastest-growing
type of ADT (attention
deficit trait) in today’s work
world. Once a joking matter, the
overuse of electronics has become
a serious, widespread problem,
and for some people, it’s an addiction.
Because “screen sucking,” as I
call it, is a relatively new behavior,
there’s no precedent to guide us
in exact detail. Many people don’t
realize or admit they have a problem. And since most of us have to
use electronic devices on the job,
we may not think of overuse as an
addiction.
To complicate the situation,
electronic devices help us everywhere, every day, in a multitude
of ways. The problems caused by
screen sucking are balanced by so
much that is good.

nication, learning, business, entertainment or anything else that
causes a serious behavioral problem
as perceived by the user or any other
person or group might be considered worthy of diagnosis and
treatment by a medical or mental
health professional.
I leave the term intentionally
ambiguous and vague, because
we’re in vague and ambiguous
territory. What’s normal in one

Nonetheless, their online screen
habits can cause a reduction in
their productivity on the job.
To help these individuals, here
are some practical tips for fixing
the problem.
Honestly assess how much time

you spend on electronic devices
every day. Most of us grossly underestimate this figure. If you can,
keep a record of use of electronic

6

cial times such as luncheons and
coffee breaks.
When you get bored, do not use

your electronic device like a pacifier. Do something more productive. Read an article you’ve been
meaning to read. Call an associate
you’ve been meaning to contact.
Write that difficult memo you’ve
been putting off.
Keep a list in your notes (wher-

ever you store them) of things
to do during a downtime, other
than screen suck.
Avoid addictive or habit-forming

websites and games. You know
which ones they are for you.
Once you get out of the habit of
visiting them, they’ll fade into the
oblivion they ought to occupy.
Encourage your work group or

office to collaborate on creating
an email policy. For example, it
might cover: (a) when to send
messages and when not to, (b)
what’s the expected turnaround
time for an email, and (c) how
long an email should be before it
becomes too long to read, and so
forth.

Understanding the problem
Every new technology has been
greeted with fear and handwringing. So it’s important not
to overreact. But we can’t ignore
what has become, in a few short
years, a problem made possible by
technologies that have insinuated
themselves into every moment of
our lives.
Before developing solutions
to this problem, we need to name
it. We need a vocabulary and a
framework of understanding to
guide us through what we’ve gotten ourselves into.
Since we don’t know what to
call the phenomenon of excessive
or inappropriate use of electronic
devices, we don’t know how to
talk about it very well. We don’t
know how much use is excessive
or precisely what’s inappropriate.
I choose to call the syndrome
by the broadest and most inclusive
term I can think of: problematic
use of electronic devices (PUED).
In my classification, the use of
any electronic device for commu-

Turn off your devices during so-

“Hang on...while I text a price to this new customer.”

setting—say, the office of a trader
on a commodities exchange—
would clearly be excessive in the
waiting area of a funeral parlor.
As I have noted, we have no
universally accepted social norms.
For some passengers, overhearing
a lengthy conversation on a cell
phone while riding on a commuter train is no big deal. For others,
it may be beyond the pale.
Answering a phone call or texting during dinner may be okay
for one spouse but not for another. One person’s problematic use
is another’s normal.
To reduce screen sucking
Most people who grapple with
the problem of nonwork-related
screen sucking do not become
addicted or even nearly addicted.

devices (an RUED). Jot down
when you log on and off, or record your on and off times in a
voice memo.
Gauge where you can cut back

based on the record of use. Don’t
say you can’t cut back. You can.
This is likely your largest or nearly largest waste of time, so don’t
squander a good chance to reclaim
the time you’re surrendered.
Create pockets in your day for

screen time—a half hour in the
morning, a half hour in the afternoon, whatever works for you.
Outside those pockets, turn the
device off. Ask to be notified if
you are urgently needed. Make
your coworkers and customers
aware that you may not be available at all times.

Make judicious use of human
moments—that is, face to face

communication. They may be
more cumbersome, but human
moments are infinitely richer and
more powerful than electronic
moments.
Measure your progress. The

more progress you make, the
more motivated you’ll be to keep
cutting back on screen sucking.
Monitor not only the time you
save, but the increased volume
and quality of work that you will
most assuredly enjoy. u
—Adapted from the author’s book
“Driven to Distraction at Work:
How to Focus and Be More
Productive” (Harvard Business
Review Press). See the front page
and We Recommend on page 8.
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Are coconuts all
they’re cracked
up to be?

C

oconuts have gone through
a dramatic transformation.
In the 1980s, coconut oil was
a dietary villain, dangerously
high in saturated fats. Now it’s
a “superfood” that claims to be
good for pretty much whatever
ails you—high cholesterol,
diabetes, weight control, gum
disease, even Alzheimer’s.
Is there any truth to the new
claims? Experts at the University of California, Berkeley
School of Public Health say the
following:
On blood cholesterol and
heart health: Coconut oil’s

main fat is lauric acid, which
some studies have found to
raise HDL (“good”) cholesterol.
But it’s still unclear how lauric
acid affects LDL (“bad”) cholesterol or how it affects the risk
of cardiovascular disease.
On weight control: There’s

no convincing evidence to
support the claim that coconut
oil can promote significant
weight loss.
On Alzheimer’s disease:

A widely publicized book
claimed that very large
doses of coconut oil can treat
Alzheimer’s and other neurological disorders. It was based
mainly on anecdotal evidence
from a single individual.
There’s no reason to think that
coconut oil—or any oil—can
help prevent the disease.
On diabetes: Lab studies

have found that coconut oil fats
may lower blood glucose levels
a little. But this doesn’t merit
the claim that it can treat or
prevent diabetes.
The bottom line: Don’t buy

the hype. Coconut oil did not
deserve its bad reputation—nor
its new, heavily promoted
stardom as a health food. u

A HEALTHY YOU

Shall we dance? What a great idea.

D

ancing has become one of
America’s favorite pasttimes. Audition cities were
announced recently for the
12th season of the TV show “So
You Think You Can Dance,” and
this month “Dancing With the
Stars” marks its 20th anniversary.
In 2010, Congress created “National Dance Day” (the last Saturday in July) to encourage people
to “embrace dance as a fun and
positive way to maintain health
and fight obesity.” Here are some
of the physical, psychological and
social benefits to be gained by putting on your dancing shoes:

tendance was higher at a waltzing
class than a conventional exercise
class—because, researchers say,
it’s an activity that includes movement, social interaction and fun.

gets your heart rate up, it can be
a good form of aerobic exercise.
One study found that slow-fast
(interval) waltzing improved heart
and blood vessel function and
quality of life as much as a moderate aerobic exercise program did.
Find a style that suits you

Improves balance. Many

studies have shown that
dancing can improve balance, even in frail, elderly
people. Improvements in
walking, speed gait and reaction
time have also been found.
Lifts your spirit. Dancing has also

been shown to reduce depression,
anxiety and stress. It boosts selfesteem, body image, coping ability
and a sense of well-being. In one
study, it helped women control
“emotional eating.” In another, at-

Boosts heart health. If dancing

Burns calories. The numbers vary

from 200 an hour for slow dances
like the tango to 350 for faster
dancing like swing. On average,
you burn around 240 calories an
hour when you’re dancing.

There are many types of dance to
choose from: fast, slow, high- or
low-impact. You can pick your
own difficulty level, the kind of
music you like and if you want to
dance with or without a partner.
Dance studios give both group
and individual lessons. Many
gyms offer dance-fitness classes.
Dance therapy programs may
also be available at hospitals,
rehab facilities and community centers.
If you prefer to dance at
home, there are lots of videos
and online dance games. Check
out “Wii Fit U: All Dance.”
There’s really no downside to
including dance into your regular physical activity. People with
a medical condition may need to
get their doctor’s okay first. u

Why ‘eat your broccoli’ is still good advice

R

esearchers at Oregon State University have found that the key
plant nutrients in broccoli—and similar vegetables that are being
studied as possible anti-cancer agents—are best obtained from the
actual vegetables, preferably raw or lightly cooked.

“This finding has implications for people who consume broccoli
supplements for the chemopreventive benefits and believe
they’re getting equivalent amounts of bioactive nutrients—as if
they were consuming fresh broccoli spouts,” Dr. Ho says.

The actual health value of food nutrients depends on many factors. This doesn’t apply to all supplements. The team noted that
A key factor is absorption. In this new study, led by Emily Ho, PhD
some vitamins, such as the B12 in fortified cereals, are actually
of the Linus Pauling Institute at Oregon State, researchers compared
better absorbed in their synthesized forms.
the consumption of broccoli in sprout form to broccoli
“But the particular compounds that we
pill supplements. The supplements have gained in
believe give broccoli and related
popularity in recent years as people have become
vegetables their health value need to
more aware of the health-boosting benefits of
come from the complete food,” says
vegetables.
Dr. Ho.
Dr. Ho and her colleagues found that the body
This research was published in
absorbs significantly more nutrients from vegetables
the Journal of Agricultural and Food
than from pills. They say the main difference is an
Chemistry. u
enzyme—typically missing from the supplements—
—Adapted from the Tufts University
that helps the body break down plant chemicals into
Health & Nutrition Letter
nutrients.
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We recommend

How to focus and be more productive on the job

Y

ou know the problem—
distractions, interruptions,
texting under the table at
meetings and feeling frustrated that you can’t get everything done well and on time. This
is the modern context in which
most of us work, and it’s taking a
toll on our ability to perform.
Dr. Edward Hallowell, the
foremost expert on attention and
focus and the author of 20 books,
including CrazyBusy, has written
a wonderful new book, Driven to
Distraction at Work, in which he
creates practical solutions for the
problems of distraction and overload in the modern workplace.

He urges us to cultivate a state
of mind he calls “flexible focus,”
and he provides insightful, concrete, research-based suggestions
to better manage your life, your
business and your relationships.
“This book will teach you to
work smarter, not harder,” says
Dr. Hallowell.
In Part I, he identifies six of the most
common ways people
lose focus at work. He
explains the psychological and emotional
dynamics driving each
behavior and provides
techniques, tips and

takeaways to help you rise above
the chaos, find focus and achieve
your goals.
These include: (1) Screen
sucking: how to control your electronics so they don’t control you
(see On the Job), (2) Multitasking:
how to say no when you have
more to do than time
to do it, (3) Idea hopping: how to finish what
you start, (4) Worrying:
how to turn toxic worry
into problem solving, (5)
Playing the hero: how
to stop fixing everyone’s
problems but your own,
and (6) Dropping the

ball: how to stop underachieving
at work.
In Part II, Dr. Hallowell introduces five elements—energy,
emotion, engagement, structure
and control. He shows “how to
combine them to create a plan
that will allow you to perform
without feeling frazzled, frantic
and feckless” (see our front page
story). He offers advice on ways
to individualize a plan based on
your situation and personality.
Driven to Distraction at Work:
How to Focus and Be More Productive (Harvard Business Review
Press) is available in bookstores
and online. u
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