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Our Bandwidth
Amy J. Shockley and Randy L. Haupt

signal’s bandwidth determines 
the amount of information it can 
carry and how fast the data trans­

fer. Increasing the bandwidth increases 
the amount of data that can be sent in a 
given period of time. We also have band­
width, and our bandwidth determines 
how much we can effectively accomplish 
in a given period of time.

Our bandwidth is limited and the 
content perishable, meaning that you 
cannot use the content in last week’s 
bandwidth to accomplish this week’s 
uncompleted tasks. We fill our band­
width with work, professional activities, 
home, family, friends, and personal activ­
ities. Often, we want to dedicate large 
amounts of our time to a multitude of 
these activities, but our bandwidth limits 
what can actually be accomplished over a 
defined period of time.

The Planning Fallacy, conceptual­
ized by Daniel Kahneman and Amos 
Tversky in 1979 [1], describes the phe­
nomenon in which people are overly 
optimistic about the amount of time 
required to complete a task [2]. The ori­
ginal research on this matter studied 
honor students’ ability to estimate the 
amount of time required to complete 
their theses and found that, on average, 
the actual amount of time required was 
164% of their estimates. 

When extrapolated to additional stud­
ies on stockbrokers, electrical engineers, 

doctors, Christmas shopping, and tax 
submission; Kahneman and Tversky 
saw similar results of people drastically 
underestimating the time commitment 
required to complete the associated 
assignment. This tendency to under­
estimate the amount of time required 
to complete a project often results in 
people either failing to meet previ­
ously committed obligations or leaving 
them incomplete. The planning fal­
lacy further explains that people are 
overly biased about their own abilities 
to complete assignments and disre­
gard past experience when planning 
for the future.

People tend to be overly confident 
in their self-awareness, which leads to 
the Planning Fallacy. To appropriately 
plan within your bandwidth, it is impor­
tant to first take an unbiased view on 
the amount of time required to meet 
your goals, whether personal or profes­
sional. It is also important to understand 
the number of prior commitments and 
urgent tasks and how they will impact 
your ability to meet these defined goals. 
True self-awareness requires an honest 
evaluation of what you can accomplish, 
and almost more importantly, what you 
cannot accomplish. This requires you to 
evaluate obligations and goals based on 
true capacity planning rather than a sim­
ple ranking of competing priorities.

We can learn to increase our band­
width through techniques such as mul­
titasking and leveraging efficiencies. For 
instance, tomorrow, I will multitask by 

riding my bike to a medical appointment 
instead of driving my car. Although bik­
ing takes longer, because I have already 
prioritized exercising, I will be able 
to go to my medical appointment and 
exercise in less time than it would take 
to drive to my appointment and then 
work out separately. I eliminated the 
unnecessary component, driving, with­
out much impact. 

However; this approach is not always 
effective. For instance, if your spouse 
wants to have a nice dinner with you, but 
you try to multitask by constantly check­
ing your email on your smartphone, you 
will likely be ineffective at both tasks. 
Dinner probably won’t go well because 
you will not be mentally present, and your 
spouse will not get the quality time that 
he or she was seeking. In addition, you 
might feel stressed about your smart­
phone interactions and make mistakes 
when drafting emails (if you want a good 
laugh, Google “autocorrect mistakes”). 
To effectively prioritize your tasks and 
goals, you must first honestly evaluate 
the amount of time required for you to 
complete these actions and so understand 
your bandwidth.
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