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                                                 FOREWORD

 J
oe graciously mailed me a pre-release copy of  NOISE , the book EE
you’re now holding. After reading it, I conducted a little experi-

ment:
 I disabled my e-mail alerts, shushed my social, and nuked (most

of ) my notifi cations.

 Muzzled. Gag-ordered. Zipped. 

 Mind you, I didn’t delete any of my accounts. I’ve in no way 
pulled a Henry David Th oreau and left the digital city for the analog 
woods altogether. Th is is neither a “Finished with Facebook!” freak-
out, nor a “malaise of modernity” manifesto. Rather: 

 I simply realized I was done with being distracted .dd
 Field Notes from Th ree Months in a Quiet Place:

•    Once you get below a certain threshold of “omnipresent sound
and fury,” you start to take more notice of those few distractions 
that  do  sneak through. Like a single person gabbing in a library, 
you  hear  them more intensely than any single, screaming voice inr
a crowd. Case in point: I found myself wondering, “Is it in any
way acceptable that Yahoo! Sports  is daring to bother me about s
Florida Atlantic Football Coach Lane Kiffi  n right now? On a 
Tuesday morning? Th is is a library!” So, I turned off  those notifi -
cations, too. 

•    You start to develop a calming, confi dence-building sense of fl ow 
and control. You begin … [Scout’s Honor: As I sit here writing this,
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my Apple Watch taps me on the wrist to let me know that Ameri-
cans eat 554 million Jack in the Box tacos a year, and no one knows 
why. Sorry WSJ … You’re now shushed too. ] Nuts! I lost my train
of thought. What was I saying? Oh yes: You begin to realize that
context-switching is a productivity killer, and that every time 
you’re dragged off  course by an unexpected distraction, you’ve 
just lost real time and money. Your mind takes time to acceler-
ate into whatever it is you’re focusing on next. Too many “nexts,”
and you’re forever stuck in fi rst gear. 

•    My various digital assistants  had become my digital  s bosses . By s
constantly demanding my attention, my phone had pulled rank 
and began to call the shots. I’d really like to fi nish this Foreword 
right now, but  bossypants has swooped in and demanded that s
I focus on tacos. By simply resetting my relationship with my 
devices to pull as opposed to l push, I fi nd that they’re profoundly h
less … pushy. Suddenly, my phone is back to taking orders as the
trusty personal assistant I’d originally “hired” way back in 2007.

Th is important book, NOISE , is ultimately about AttentionEE
Economics. About the idea that a “wealth of information creates a 
poverty of attention, and a need to allocate that attention effi  ciently 
among the overabundance of information sources that might con-
sume it.” 

Nobel Prize–winning economist Herbert Simon wrote that 
quoted bit in 1971. Before smartphones. Before the Web. Before 
cable TV.

Nearly 50 years on, Joe McCormack brings us the means to
prosper in this “poverty.”  NOISE isn’t a radical license to unplug and E
live in an uninformed bubble, but a playbook to help us be radically 
intentional about the sources—and formats—of information worthy 
of our precious time and attention. Not earplugs: a hearing aid.
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 Consider NOISE  both a challenge and an encouragement toE
attend to your plan—not the next “ding.” 

 —Mike Bechtel   
 Futurist, Deloitte   

 Professor of Corporate Innovation, University of Notre Dame     

 Addendum 

 Moving beyond digital interventions, I’ve since posted a paper sign
outside my home offi  ce door that says: “Dad’s Busy Earning Your 
Roof, Meals, & Allowance. Emergencies Only!”

 I hear racing footfalls of my 7- and 9-year-olds, building to a 
crescendo.

Knock Knock Knock.

 “Dad’s working, guys. Is it an emergency?”   

 “Yes. Well … kind of.”

 “Okay. What’s up?”

 Th ey proceed to throw open the door to notify me that a new 
season of Stranger Th ings  has just dropped. s

 Unable to shush my children, I consider disabling Netfl ix.
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PREFACE      

 C
an you stop the fl ood? 

 Your best bet is to get out of the way or fi nd a boat to fl oat to 
safety. We are in an unnerving moment in history: information is 
becoming more of a threat than a reward.

 You can’t get out of its way, so how do you handle all of it and not
have it overwhelm you? 

 When I wrote BRIEF: Make a bigger impact by saying less in 2013, s
my biggest concern was helping people learn to be clear and concise.
Basically, get your point across or get dismissed.

 Dedicating myself the past few years to spreading the message that
“less is more,” I am alarmed by a growing trend that the need for brevity 
reveals: information is so readily accessible that it is now burdening us. 

 It all sounds like senseless noise.

 Focus is a huge problem. People’s attention spans are shrinking,
and it’s no joke. It’s harder and harder to tune in to the essentials and
tune out what drowns us.

 Th ere are two sides to the coin. 

 Certainly, one side of the issue is brevity—cutting through the 
clutter. Essentially, think of it as an adaptive strategy: get to the point
before someone tunes you out. 

 Yet, the other side is how to avoid tuning into nonstop static 
in an always-on, connected life. How can we stay mentally focused
when faced with such information inundation?
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xx PREFACE

 As I start seeing progress on one side of the issue, developing lean 
communicators and setting a higher communication standard, I feel 
there’s also a larger battle we are losing.

 Th e point of this book is to set off  an alarm: the world is going 
deaf. We’ve gone far beyond the promise of the information age and
are now so consumed by it that it threatens our existence. 

 Here’s a dire picture of our world moving forward: 

•    Managers don’t know how to talk to their subordinates.
•    Leaders cannot rally their distracted followers.
•    Spouses talk past each other, and relationships suff er. 
•    Children constantly tune out their parents. 
•    Parents can’t listen to their kids. 
•    Fans follow sports but don’t really watch the games. 
•    Sales professionals don’t comprehend what their customers really 

need.
•    Civil discourse is lost in senseless arguments and pointless 

persuasion.
•    Days are wasted consuming empty brain calories.
•    Progress, insight, and learning stall.
•    We all grow apart.   

 Our lives in an information age are like facing a tsunami. Being 
able to hold onto something sturdy, permanent, and solid means
a chance to survive and thrive. Giving into the endless sources of 
distraction and empty information means getting swept permanently 
out to sea.

 Th e threat of infobesity is profound and potentially permanent 
for generations to come.



fpref xxi 16 September 2019 2:11 PM

Preface xxi

 What matters most to me is helping people get better at surviving 
this calamity. I’ve spent so much time over the past few years witness-
ing a deep erosion of focus that I’m motivated to help those willing,
interested, and able to withstand the societal shift that threatens our
ability to communicate and connect with each other. 

 We need to maintain what makes us really human. 

 Our focus as a society is dwindling as our addiction to screens,
technology, distractions, and interruptions grows. We’re becoming 
mentally anemic, consuming useless information with little value. 

 Th is is an enormous issue that will forever change our lives. Will
the implications of incessant information consumption make us all
collectively deaf to one another?

 Th is was my motivation writing this book. How can we adapt 
when getting drowned out in so much noise in all facets of our lives?

 It’s time for noise abatement.



fpref xxii 16 September 2019 2:11 PM



fpref xxiii 16 September 2019 2:11 PM



fpref xxiv 16 September 2019 2:11 PM



xxv

fl ast xxv 16 September 2019 2:14 PM

                                                 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS      

T
he title of this book is a story unto itself. 
 For several months, the initial project operated under the 

working title  In One Ear, and Out the Other.  Th ough catchy, it didn’t
completely capture and communicate the true essence of the book’s 
message. One day, I had a brainstorm session with my close collabo-
rators, project manager Ania Waz and editor Karen Quinn, in my 
offi  ce in suburban Chicago.

 Th rough that clarifying conversation, NOISE  emerged. I cannotE
thank both of them enough for their untiring commitment from
beginning to end on this journey. 

 Excited and energized with the new title, I started spreading the
word to my co-workers, collaborators, and close friends. For a year, 
the vision got clearer, and people’s enthusiastic reactions motivated 
me onward. In particular, my siblings never stop encouraging me,
specifi cally my sisters Peggy and Ann, and my brother Matt—all of 
my family, for that matter. 

 I’ve always seen this book as a companion to BRIEF  and, in some F
ways, even a prequel. Designing the cover, I knew the two titles
needed to look like alike—almost siblings—paired and meant to be
read together since their content goes hand in hand. I cannot thank 
enough Megan Palicki and Joan Bueta, two talented designers, who 
also helped me with the fi rst book and for whom I have the highest 
admiration for their creativity, taste, and strong brand sense. Th ey 
didn’t disappoint and brought the vision to life, not only with the 



xxvi ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

fl ast xxvi 16 September 2019 2:14 PM

cover but also with their many illustrations. Th anks again for being 
there for me and staying part of the family. 

 I also counted on a number of individuals for ongoing support
in writing this book. First off , Brian Neill and Vicki Adang at John
Wiley & Sons. Also, Joyce Duriga, Marc McCormack, and Mickey 
Novak, with research and editing. 

 My co-workers continue to believe in me and my vision. In par-
ticular, I need to thank Charley Th ornton and our team in
Chicago who lead our corporate practice. As for my Southern Pines, 
North Carolina, team, I appreciate the constant support and fun-
loving spirit of Michelle McKinney, Steve Cain, and Jill Catron, who 
encourage and affi  rm me day to day as we serve our military clients.

 Finally, I need to thank my clients, both present and past, for tak-
ing on our challenge and asking us to do even more for them. Setting 
an elite communication standard is only a viable vision if there are 
people, teams, and organizations with the commitment, courage, and 
discipline to embrace it every day. Th anks for stepping up and setting 
the tone.  



c01 1 16 September 2019 12:33 PM

                                 Part   One 
 Weapons of Mass 

Distraction                                      



c01 2 16 September 2019 12:33 PM


