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Why Smart People Underperform

EDWARD M. HALLOWELL

Executive Summary

FRENZIED EXECUTIVES WHO FIDGET through meetings,
lose track of their appointments, and jab at the “door
close” button on the elevator aren't crazy—just crazed.
They suffer from a newly recognized neurological phe-
nomenon that the author, a psychiatrist, calls attention
deficit trait, or ADT. Itisn't an illness; it's purely a response
to the hyperkinetic environment in which we live. But it has
become epidemic in today's organizations.

When a manager is desperately trying to deal with
more input than he possibly can, the brain and body get
locked into a reverberating circuit while the brain's
frontal lobes lose their sophistication, as if vinegar were
added to wine. The result is black-and-white thinking; per-
spective and shades of gray disappear. People with
ADT have difficulty staying organized, setting priorities,
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and managing time, and they feel a constant low level of
panic and guilt.

ADT can be controlled by engineering one’s environ-
ment and one's emotional and physical health. Make
time every few hours for a “human moment,” a face-o-
face exchange with a person you like. Get enough
sleep, switch to a good dief, and get adequate exercise.
Break down large tasks into smaller ones, and keep a
section of your work space clear. Try keeping a portion
of your day free of appointments and e-mail.

The author recommends that companies invest in
amenities that contribute to a positive atmosphere. lead-
ers can also help prevent ADT by matching employees’
skills to tasks. When managers assign goals that stretch
people too far or ask workers to focus on what they're
not good at, stress rises. ADT is a very real threat to all of
us. If we don’t manage it, it will manage us.

DAVID DRUMS HIS FINGERS on his desk as he scans
the e-mail on his computer screen. At the same time, he’s
talking on the phone to an executive halfway around the
world. His knee bounces up and down like a jackham-
mer. He intermittently bites his lip and reaches for his
constant companion, the coffee cup. He’s so deeply
involved in multitasking that he has forgotten the
appointment his Outlook calendar reminded him of 15
minutes ago.

Jane, a senior vice president, and Mike, her CEQ, have
adjoining offices so they can communicate quickly, yet
communication never seems to happen. “Whenever I go
into Mike’s office, his phone lights up, my cell phone goes
off, someone knocks on the door, he suddenly turns to
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his screen and writes an e-mail, or he tells me about a
new issue he wants me to address,” Jane complains.
“We're working flat out just to stay afloat, and we're not
getting anything important accomplished. It’s driving
me crazy.”

David, Jane, and Mike aren’t crazy, but they're cer-
tainly crazed. Their experience is becoming the norm
for overworked managers who suffer—like many of
your colleagues, and possibly like you—from a very real
but unrecognized neurological phenomenon that I call
attention deficit trait, or ADT. Caused by brain over-
load, ADT is now epidemic in organizations. The core
symptoms are distractibility, inner frenzy, and impa-
tience. People with ADT have difficulty staying orga-
nized, setting priorities, and managing time. These
symptoms can undermine the work of an otherwise
gifted executive. If David, Jane, Mike, and the millions
like them understood themselves in neurological terms,
they could actively manage their lives instead of react-
ing to problems as they happen.

As a psychiatrist who has diagnosed and treated
thousands of people over the past 25 years for a medical
condition called attention deficit disorder, or ADD (now
known clinically as attention-deficit/hyperactivity disor-
der), I have observed firsthand how a rapidly growing
segment of the adult population is developing this new,
related condition. The number of people with ADT
coming into my clinical practice has mushroomed by a
factor of ten in the past decade. Unfortunately, most of
the remedies for chronic overload proposed by time-
management consultants and executive coaches do not
address the underlying causes of ADT.

Unlike ADD, a neurological disorder that has a genetic
component and can be aggravated by environmental and

3
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physical factors, ADT springs entirely from the environ-
ment. Like the traffic jam, ADT is an artifact of modern

life. It is brought on by the demands on our time and
attention that have exploded over the past two decades.
As our minds fill with noise—feckless synaptic events sig-
nifying nothing—the brain gradually loses its capacity to

attend fully and thoroughly to anything.
The symptoms of ADT come upon a person gradu-

ally. The sufferer doesn’t experience a single crisis but
rather a series of minor emergencies while he or she
tries harder and harder to keep up. Shouldering a
responsibility to “suck it up” and not complain as the
workload increases, executives with ADT do whatever
they can to handle a load they simply cannot manage
as well as they'd like. The ADT sufferer therefore feels a
constant low level of panic and guilt. Facing a tidal
wave of tasks, the executive becomes increasingly hur-
ried, curt, peremptory, and unfocused, while pretending
that everything is fine.

To control ADT, we first have to recognize it. And
control it we must, if we as individuals and organiza-
tional leaders are to be effective. In the followi ng pages,
Il offer an analysis of the origins of ADT and provide
some suggestions that may help you manage it.

Attention Deficit Cousins

To understand the nature and treatment of ADT, it's
useful to know something of its cousin, ADD.

Usually seen as a learning disability in children,
ADD also afflicts about 5% of the adult population.
Re.esearchers using MRI scans have found that people
with ADD suffer a slightly diminished volume in four
specific brain regions that have various functions such as
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modulating emotion (especially anger and frustration)
and assisting in learning. One of the regions, made up of
the frontal and prefrontal lobes, generates thoughts,
makes decisions, sets priorities, and organizes activities.
While the medications used to treat ADD don’t change
the anatomy of the brain, they alter brain chemistry,
which in turn improves function in each of the four
regions and so dramatically bolsters the performance of
ADD sufferers.

ADD confers both disadvantages and advantages. The
negative characteristics include a tendency to procrasti-
nate and miss deadlines. People with ADD struggle with
disorganization and tardiness; they can be forgetful and
drift away mentally in the middle of a conversation or
while reading. Their performance can be inconsistent:
brilliant one moment and unsatisfactory the next. ADD
sufferers also tend to demonstrate impatience and lose
focus unless, oddly enough, they are under stress or han-
dling multiple inputs. (This is because stress leads to the
production of adrenaline, which is chemically similar to
the medications we use to treat ADD.) Finally, people
with ADD sometimes also self-medicate with excessive
alcohol or other substances.

On the positive side, those with ADD usually possess
rare talents and gifts. Those gifts often go unnoticed or
undeveloped, however, because of the problems caused
by the condition’s negative symptoms. ADD sufferers
can be remarkably creative and original. They are unusu-
ally persistent under certain circumstances and often
possess an entrepreneurial flair. They display ingenuity
and encourage that trait in others. They tend to impro-
vise well under pressure. Because they have the ability
to field multiple inputs simultaneously, they can be
strong leaders during times of change. They also tend to
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rebound quickly after setbacks and bring fresh energy to
the company every day.

Executives with ADD typically achieve inconsistent
results. Sometimes they fail miserably because they're
disorganized and make mistakes. At other times, they
perform brilliantly, offering original ideas and strategies
that lead to performance at the highest level.

David Neeleman, the CEO of JetBlue Airways, has
ADD. School was torture; unable to focus, he hated to
study and procrastinated endlessly. “I felt like I should be
out doing things, moving things along, but here [ was,
stuck studying statistics, which I knew had no applica-
tion to my life,” Neeleman told me. “I knew I had to have
an education, but at the first opportunity to start a busi-
ness, I just blew out of college.” He climbed quickly in the
corporate world, making use of his strengths—original
thinking, high energy, an ability to draw out the best in
people—and getting help with organization and time
management.

Like most people with ADD, Neeleman could some-
times offend with his blunt words, but his ideas were
good enough to change the airline industry. For example,
he invented the electronic ticket. “When I proposed that
idea, people laughed at me, saying no one would go to
the airport without a paper ticket,” he says. “Now every-
one does, and it has saved the industry millions of dol-
lars.” It seems fitting that someone with ADD would
invent a way around having to remember to bring a
paper ticket. Neeleman believes ADD is one of the keys
to his success. Far from regretting having it, he cele-
brates it. But he understands that he must manage his
ADD carefully.

Attention deficit trait is characterized by ADD’s nega-
tive symptoms. Rather than being rooted in genetics,




