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What is Lifehacking or a Life 
Hack?  

The official definition in Wikipedia is as follows: 

“Life hack (or life hacking) refers to any trick, shortcut, 
skill, or novelty method that increases productivity and 
efficiency, in all walks of life.”  

I became interested in lifehacking because there’s so much I want to do but I just don’t 

have enough hours in the day! So here is a guide that is an amalgamation of various 

strategies, resources, and tools that have helped me to become uberproductive! Here’s 

to becoming a lifehacking robot! Enjoy and I would love your feedback about what 

works!  

“I am not busy. I am the laziest ambitious person I 
know.” -Tim Kreidere 
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Lifehacking is not new 

Look at the “gadget geekery” that Thomas Jefferson used to make his work life more 

productive!  

He used a pantograph that connected two different pens so that as he wrote with 

one, the other pen would make a exact copy, to keep duplicates of everything.  
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He also had a revolving bookstand that could hold 5 books at a time. 

 

What a multitasker!  
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Perhaps Jefferson would have been an even more productive president if he had un-

derstood the science behind multitasking.  

It turns out that the science says that you can’t multitask well.  

They found that heavy multitaskers—those who multitask a lot and feel that it 

boosts their performance—were actually worse at multitasking than those who 

like to do a single thing at a time. The frequent multitaskers performed worse 

because they had more trouble organizing their thoughts and filtering out irrel-

evant information, and they were slower at switching from one task to another. 

Ouch. Multitasking reduces your efficiency and performance because your brain 

can only focus on one thing at a time. When you try to do two things at once, 

your brain lacks the capacity to perform both tasks successfully. 

Not only is multitasking bad, but switching tasks is also bad!  
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Is this your life?  

Gloria Mark is a Professor of Information at the University of California, Irvine who con-

ducted a seminal study on distraction. Her graduate student observed the work pat-

terns of employees in high-tech firms for a total of more than 1,000 hours and found 

the following:  

11 minutes 

Each employee spent only 11 minutes on any given project before being interrupted 

and whisked off to do something else.  

3 minute tasks 

What's more, each 11-minute project was itself fragmented into even shorter 3-minute 

tasks, like answering e-mail messages, reading a Web page or working on a spread-

sheet.  

25 minutes  

Each time a worker was distracted from a task, it would take, on average, 25 minutes to 

return to that task.  
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Is there an ICD-10 code for 
“continuous partial attention”? 

Linda Stone termed the phrase and gave it a definition:  

“we are so busy keeping tabs on everything that we 
never focus on anything.”  

I definitely suffer from this condition! So do as I say not as I do!  
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Does Task Switching Matter?  

Apparently it does, because of this thing called attention residue.  

Attention Residue 

Attention residue is a term that was coined by Sophie Leroy, a business professor at the 

University of Minnesota.  

In his book Deep Work, author Cal Newport describes what this residue is:  

“when you switch from Task A to another Task B, your attention doesn’t immedi-

ately follow—a residue of your attention remains stuck thinking about the original 

task.” 

Leroy studied the effect of this attention residue on performance by forcing 

task switches in the laboratory. In one such experiment, for example, she started 

her subjects working on a set of word puzzles. In one of the trials, she would 

interrupt them and tell them that they needed to move on to a new and chal-

lenging task, in this case, reading résumés and making hypothetical hiring de-

cisions. In other trials, she let the subjects finish the puzzles before giving them 

the next task.  

“People experiencing attention residue after switching tasks are likely to 

demonstrate poor performance on that next task,” and the more intense the res-

idue, the worse the performance. 

How do you avoid attention residue?  
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Do deep work.  

According to Cal Newport, the definition of deep work is: 

“Professional activities performed in a state of distrac-
tion-free concentration that push your cognitive capabil-
ities to their limit. These efforts create new value, im-
prove your skill, and are hard to replicate.” 

The definition of shallow work is:  

Noncognitively demanding, logistical-style tasks, often 
performed while distracted. These efforts tend to not 
create much new value in the world and are easy to rep-
licate. 

You want to replace distraction with focus, and to maximize the time spent doing deep 

work vs. shallow work. The percentage of time spent on shallow work should be no 

more than in the 30 to 50 percent range.  
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What are Practical Strategies 
for Deep Work? 

There are apparently many different philosophies of deep work scheduling:  

- Monastic Philosophy: Writer Neal Stephenson has no email or mailing address 

on his website and doesn’t answer email.  

- Bimodal Philosophy: Carl Jung went on regular retreats to a stone house in the 

woods to get away to think. Adam Grant uses the bimodal philosophy. He is the 

youngest professor to receive tenure and the youngest full professor at the 

Wharton School of Business at Penn, had a bestselling book called Give and 

Take, was featured on the cover of the NYT magazine. Here’s how Grant creates 

opportunities for deep work.  

- He batches his intellectual work into long, uninterrupted stretches, at multi-

ple levels.  

- He teaches all of his classes in the fall and does research in the spring and 

summer 

- During his research semesters, he alternates between leaving his door open 

to colleagues and students and isolation to finish a task. During the periods 

of isolation that can last up to three or four days, he uses an out-of-office 

auto-responder on his e-mail to avoid the expectation of a response.  

Here’s another extreme example of the bimodal philosophy: buy a round trip 

ticket to Tokyo for the sole purpose of getting your writing done!  
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He wrote during the whole flight to Japan, drank an espresso in the business class 

lounge once he arrived in Japan, then turned around and flew back, once again 

writing the whole way—arriving back in the States only thirty hours after he first left 

with a completed manuscript now in hand. 

-Rhythmic Philosophy: Jerry Seinfeld got better at jokes by writing a joke every 

day to create a chain. Just keep at it and the chain will grow longer every day. 

Your only job next is to not break the chain.” 

-Journalistic Philosophy: Journalists can go into writing mode “on a moment’s 

notice”, given that their profession is defined by deadlines. 

Newport describes his technique:  

“I build my days around a core of carefully chosen deep work, with the shallow 

activities I absolutely cannot avoid batched dinto smaller bursts at the peripher-

ies of my schedule. Three to four hours a day, five days a week, of uninterrupted 

and carefully directed concentration, it turns out, can produce a lot of valuable 

valuable output.” 

In terms of the deep work, he follows the 4DX (4 disciplines of exe-
cution):  

Discipline #1: Focus on the Wildly Important 

Discipline #2: Act on the Lead Measures: “Lag measures describe the thing you’re 

ultimately trying to improve. Lead measures the new behaviors that will drive success 

on the lag measures.” 

Discipline #3: Keep a Compelling Scoreboard 

Discipline #4: Create a Cadence of Accountability 
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In terms of the shallow work, he does the following:  

- Divide the hours of your workday into blocks and assign activities to the blocks. 

- Schedule every minute of the day 

- Schedule use of the Internet, and avoid it altogether outside these times 

- Quit social media (I vehemently disagree with this! Check out my social media 

guide)  

- He also uses a technique called fixed-schedule productivity. Radhika Nagpal in 

her article The Awesomest 7-Year Postdoc or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying 

and Love the Tenure-Track Faculty Life set a limit of fifty hours a week and worked 

backward, limiting the shallow tasks, such as too many talks or trips or too many 

reviews or committees.  
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How to Deal with Email 

Inbox Zero 

Here’s some advice from Brigid Schulte’s article: In two weeks, I went from 23,768 e-

mails in my inbox to zero. Here’s how. 

Create a system. 

Stop checking email more than twice per day and don’t check first AM. 

Turn off your alerts.  

When you do check email:  

1. Discard-Delete stuff 

2. Delegate (Virtual Assistant?)  

3. Do (2 min or less) or do it later (place in a file folder)  

4. Date-Give a deadline for taking action 

5. Drawer-Drawer-File away emails for reference 

6. Deter-Unsubscribe 

 

Use creative signatures:  

“My inbox looks like Pompeii, post-volcano. Will respond as soon as I have time 

to excavate.”  

 

Another friend, whenever an e-mail is longer than one or two lines, sends a short 
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note, “This sounds like a conversation,” and she won’t respond unless you call 

her. 

 

Make People Who Send You E-mail Do More Work 

Cal Newport doesn’t provide a general-purpose e-mail address on his website:  

If you have an offer, opportunity, or introduction that might make my life more 

interesting, e-mail me at interesting at calnewport.com. For the reasons stated 

above, I’ll only respond to those proposals that are a good match for my sched-

ule and interests. 

Do More Work When You Send or Reply to E-mails 

E-mail #1: “It was great to meet you last week. I’d love to follow up on some of those 

issues we discussed. Do you want to grab coffee?”  

Process-Centric Response to E-mail #1: “I’d love to grab coffee. Let’s meet at the 

Starbucks on campus. Below I listed two days next week when I’m free. For each 

day, I listed three times. If any of those day and time combinations work for you, 

let me know. I’ll consider your reply confirmation for the meeting. If none of 

those date and time combinations work, give me a call at the number below and 

we’ll hash out a time that works. Looking forward to it.”  

E-mail #2: “We should get back to the research problem we discussed during my last 

visit. Remind me where we are with that?”  

Process-Centric Response to E-mail #2: “I agree that we should return to this 

problem. Here’s what I suggest… “Sometime in the next week e-mail me every-

thing you remember about our discussion on the problem. Once I receive that 

message, I’ll start a shared directory for the project and add to it a document 
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that summarizes what you sent me, combined with my own memory of our past 

discussion. In the document, I’ll highlight the two or three most promising next 

steps. “We can then take a crack at those next steps for a few weeks and check 

back in. I suggest we schedule a phone call for a month from now for this pur-

pose. Below I listed some dates and times when I’m available for a call. When 

you respond with your notes, indicate the date and time combination that works 

best for you and we’ll consider that reply confirmation for the call. I look forward 

to digging into this problem.”  

E-mail #3: “I took a stab at that article we discussed. It’s attached. Thoughts?” 

Process-Centric Response to E-mail #3: “Thanks for getting back to me. I’m go-

ing to read this draft of the article and send you back an edited version anno-

tated with comments on Friday (the 10th). In this version I send back, I’ll edit 

what I can do myself, and add comments to draw your attention to places where 

I think you’re better suited to make the improvement. At that point, you should 

have what you need to polish and submit the final draft, so I’ll leave you to do 

that—no need to reply to this message or to follow up with me after I return the 

edits—unless, of course, there’s an issue.” 

Email #4 from a trainee:  

Hi professor. I’d love to stop by sometime to talk about <topic X>. Are you availa-

ble? 

Don’t respond.  

This is how a trainee should send the email:  

Hi professor. I’m working on a project similar to <topic X> with my advisor, <pro-

fessor Y>. Is it okay if I stop by in the last fifteen minutes of your office hours on 
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Thursday to explain what we’re up to in more detail and see if it might comple-

ment your current project?  
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Meetings 

- Set meetings to last 25 min (Google calendar actually uses this as a default) 

- Batch your meetings 

- Group the timing of meetings 

- Cancel if not necessary 

- Talk by phone/videoconference/“Standing”  
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Delegate 

- Pulling PDF’s 

- Formatting Slides 

- Manuscript submission formatting 
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Your Workspace 

I fondly remember the Apple IIe that I used to write my papers on back in high school. 

The rectangular green screen, large floppy disks for saving the work, the printer with 

spokes producing pixelated text, cutting along the perforated lines, manually stapling 

the paper, and physically turning it into the teacher.  

 

Check out this AWESOME VIDEO by the Harvard Innovation Lab.  
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Monitors 

Here is an excerpt from an article from the Wall Street Journal:  

Do You Need to Work Faster? Get a Bigger Computer Monitor 

A new study finds that bigger monitors make people more productive.  

Researchers at the University of Utah tested how quickly people performed 

tasks such as editing a document and copying numbers between spreadsheets 

while using different computer configurations: one with an 18-inch monitor, one 

with a 24-inch monitor and one with two 20- inch monitors. Their finding: People 

using the 24-inch screen completed the tasks 52% faster than people who used 

the 18-inch monitor; people who used the two 20-inch monitors were 44% faster 

than those with the 18-inch screens. 

The study concluded that someone using a larger monitor could save 2.5 

hours a day. But James Anderson, the professor in charge of the study, said to 

take that result with a grain of salt: It assumes that someone will work nonstop 

for eight hours, which no one will, and that the tasks they perform will benefit 

from a larger screen, which isn't always the case. Still, tasks such as moving data 

between files are ideally suited to bigger or multiple screens. Mr. Anderson, who 

uses a computer with two 20-inch screens and one 24-inch screen, recommends 

that businesses take the time to match employees with the proper screen size 

based on job requirements. 



21 

1Password 

 

1Password is an awesome app that saves all of your logins and passwords, software 

licenses, and other random pieces of information (licenses, accounts, passports), and 

even generates passwords for you. It works on your Mac, iPhone, and iPad, has a 

Chrome extension, and integrates with Alfred (see section about Alfred below). 
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Mail Act-On for Mac Mail 

 

I use Mac Mail instead of the outlook client because with a tool like Mail Act-On its much 

faster for filing mails with keystrokes instead of folder dragging.  
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Keyboard Maestro 

 

I don’t know what I would do without Keyboard Maestro, a macros program that saves 

me hours a day, by using simple key strokes to insert my signature and boilerplate text 

for emails, for opening websites (Pubmed, Google Scholar), and for doing repetitive 

tasks with software programs (adding comments to Microsoft word, cutting and pasting 

unformatted text, adding references using Endnote, adding images to powerpoint). 
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DwellClick 

 

With Dwellclick, everytime I move the cursor, it clicks the mouse automatically! This is 

awesome if you are lazy, or if you have carpal tunnel pain like me. 

Alfred App 
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I use Alfred instead of Spotlight on the Mac to directly search for my files and programs. 

Just label your folders with very specific names, and you can open a document within 

seconds, instead of searching manually deep within multiple folders using the mouse. 

It also gives you the option of opening the file in the finder so that you can locate it, and 

allows you to directly send a document by email without ever opening it. I suggest you 

buy the powerpack; it’s totally worth it. Alfred also has a lot of useful extensions. It does 

simple calculations, it has a clipboard history that is very useful for cutting and pasting, 

and it has the ability to do direct searches in apps like google drive.  

Snagit 

 

Snagit is asn useful tool for screenshots and scrolls down for webpages that go beyond 

the fold. You can share by email or even tweet them automatically and you can convert 

into a pdf. 
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Divvy 

 

Divvy resizes your windows with keyboard shortcuts. I resize to 4 different quadrants of 

the screen or to the left and right. This is so important when you have multiple windows 

for multitasking. 
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Yoink 

 

Sometimes it’s a pain to drag files from a finder window to an email attachment or vice 

versa with multiple overlapping windows. With Yoink, you can drag the file, where it will 

be saved on the side of the screen. You then toggle to the next screen, and easily drag 

the file there. 

Hyperswitch 

 

Hyperswitch allows you to toggle between multiple windows and applications with a 

keystroke, which is much better than using a mouse. 
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Pinboard 

 

Pinboard is a fantastic bookmarking tool with a lot of useful features, which I am using 

to organize my online links. 
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Uberconference 

 

Uberconference is a conference call line that doesn’t have a dial in number which 

makes things so much easier. You connect with a link or just a simple phone number. 

And you can screenshare using Google Chrome.  
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Pocket 

 

I save items that I want to read from email newsletters or social media in an app 

called Pocket. You can queue up articles if you don’t have time to read them right away, 

so you can later read them on your iPhone or iPad. To add articles from the desktop, 

you can use the Pocket Chrome Extension, which will save the webpage url or use 
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the Save All Tabs to Pocket Chrome Extension, which will add all the tabs in your 

Chrome browser to your queue.  

Copy All URLs Chrome extension 

Have lots of tabs open and worried about losing them when you need them later? The 

Copy All URLs Chrome extension bulk copies all of the URLs of your open tabs in 

chrome.  

If you want to find more lifehacks relevant to you, check out Macstories.net, 

the Lifehacker.com blog, and Product Hunt. What are your favorite lifehacks? I would 

love to learn from you! 

For more social media tools, check out my 
digital citizenship guide!  
I tweet and blog about design, healthcare, and innovation as “Doctor as Designer”. Fol-

low me on Twitter and sign up for my newsletter. 

Joyce Lee, MD, MPH  

http://www.doctorasdesigner.com  

Twitter: @joyclee  


