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Commentary

Mäntylä (2013) compared men and women who concur-
rently performed a counter-monitoring task and an 
n-back task and concluded that gender differences  
in multitasking reflect spatial ability. Here, we suggest  
(a) that there are no gender differences in a ubiquitous 
real-world version of multitasking (i.e., talking on a cell 
phone while driving), (b) that the data reported by 
Mäntylä do not, in fact, provide clear and unambiguous 
evidence for gender differences in multitasking, and (c) 
that individual differences in the ability to multitask are 
more likely associated with executive attention.

First, in previous work, we (Watson & Strayer, 2010) 
examined individual differences in the ability to concur-
rently operate a motor vehicle and talk on a cell phone, 
a multitasking activity engaged in by the majority of driv-
ers on the roadway (AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety, 
2011). Because driving involves spatial processing for 
route navigation and lane maintenance, it seems reason-
able to look for gender differences in multitasking in this 
context. Table 1 presents difference scores for dual-task 
minus single-task performance in our 2010 study, sepa-
rated by gender. It is important to note that there are no 
gender differences in multitasking ability (all ps > .5). 
Further, Bayes factor tests of the null hypothesis provided 
strong evidence for an invariance in multitasking ability 
for men and women (see also Rouder, Speckman, Sun, & 
Morey, 2009). This establishes that gender differences in 
multitasking in real-world tasks such as driving, in which 
men and women have similar levels of prior experience, 
are not the norm. The absence of gender differences 
raises questions about the generality of gender-based dif-
ferences in multitasking and, more specifically, casts 
doubt on the claim that gender-based differences should 
be found in multitasking contexts in which spatial pro-
cessing is involved.

Second, Mäntylä (2013) reported (a) that there were 
gender differences favoring males in both multitasking 
and baseline spatial ability and (b) that measures of both 
spatial ability and executive function were independent 

predictors of ability to multitask. Further analysis con-
ducted by the author revealed that these gender differ-
ences in multitasking were fully mediated by spatial 
ability. Therefore, when controlling for unwanted spatial 
confounds in the multitasking environment (e.g., using a 
covariance-based approach), even the data analysis 
reported by Mäntylä does not provide unequivocal evi-
dence for gender differences in multitasking. There may 
be instances in which spatial ability is important for mul-
titasking; however, there is scant evidence to suggest that 
spatial ability is a general property of multitasking. 
Hence, once again, there is not sufficient empirical  
support to justify the strong claim that men and women 
differ in their ability to multitask.

Third, in the modern world, multitasking is common-
place and often comes with unfortunate consequences, 
given that it increases the likelihood of cognitive distrac-
tion (e.g., see Strayer, Watson, & Drews, 2011). Undoubt-
edly, some people are better at multitasking than others, 
and it is theoretically important to understand what mech-
anisms underlie these individual differences in perfor-
mance (Watson & Strayer, 2010). Moreover, multitasking is 
a highly relevant topic, given the increased societal pres-
sures to multitask that have accompanied recent advances 
in technology. The fact that gender is not a good predic-
tor of multitasking ability necessarily begs the question  
of what is. We suggest that a more productive approach 
in this research domain is to consider the association 
between individual differences in executive attention and 
the ability to multitask. Executive attention—which, for 
our purposes, can be defined as the ability to maintain 
task goals and to avoid cognitive distraction (Engle, 
2002)—predicts performance on a wide range of labora-
tory and real-world tasks.
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Consistent with this argument, the data reported  
by Mäntylä (2013) do support the hypothesis that indi-
vidual differences in aspects of executive function predict 
multitasking ability. Furthermore, Mäntylä also cited 
related work by Hambrick, Oswald, Darowski, Rench, 
and Brou (2010), who “could not find a single scientific 
report” in support of gender differences in multitasking 
(p. 1164). However, Hambrick et al. did report (a) a sig-
nificant relationship between individual differences in 
measures of executive attention (measured using com-
plex span tasks) and multitasking ability and (b) signifi-
cant gender differences in multitasking; importantly, the 
authors conducted additional analyses akin to what we 
have described here that revealed the male advantage in 
multitasking to be mediated by men’s greater prior expe-
rience in playing video games.

It is also noteworthy that normative data collected on 
more than 6,000 participants reported by Redick et al. 
(2012) revealed “extremely small or no gender effects”  
(p. 169) on such complex span tasks (including a ver-
sion of the operation span task; see Table 1), which are 
thought to measure executive attention. Hence, this null 
effect of gender on executive attention, whereby the  
latter appears to play a significant role in predicting  
multitasking, may help explain the apparent lack  
of gender differences in multitasking in the larger litera-
ture. In fact, to this end, we cannot think of a good  
a priori theoretical reason to argue that men and women 
should differ in their baseline executive-attention  
ability to maintain task goals and to avoid cognitive 
distraction.

In conclusion, Mäntylä’s (2013) report of gender differ-
ences in multitasking ought to be taken with caution.  
The weight of the empirical evidence overwhelmingly 
suggests gender invariance in multitasking, with indi-
vidual differences in executive attention most likely 

under lying the ability to multitask (Strayer & Watson, 
2012).
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Table 1. Mean Difference Scores for Dual- Versus Single-Task Performance in the Driving 
and Operation Span Tasks in Watson and Strayer (2010)

Task and measure of 
performance Males (n = 91) Females (n = 109) Bayes factora

Driving task
 Braking response time (ms) 211 (44) 212 (41) 9.0
 Following distance (m) −8.3 (4.0) −8.4 (3.6) 9.0
Operation span task
 Math 1.9 (0.5) 1.6 (0.4) 7.7
 Memory 5.3 (0.9) 4.7 (0.8) 8.2

Note: Standard deviations are shown in parentheses.
aThis column shows scaled Jeffreys-Zellner-Siow factor scores (expressed as the odds ratio of the 
null to the alternative hypothesis; Rouder, Speckman, Sun, & Morey, 2009).
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