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Preface



THE PROMISE OF THE BOOK


As each year goes by, we find ourselves with more and more to do. In work, there seems to be no end of firefighting, constantly changing priorities and always, the threat of downsizing/offshoring/redundancy.


We’re told we have to do more with less.


Work smarter, not harder.


But is it possible to do more with less – or is this just an empty phrase passed down from one layer of management to the next?


And what does working smarter, not harder even mean? The first time I heard the phrase used was in 1985 by a boss who, by then, was far out of his depth.


Well, it is actually possible to do more with less.


And the key to doing that is to work smarter, not harder.


And what that actually means is that we must learn the skill of planning.


Planning is normally thought of as the preserve of large undertakings – great construction projects or huge sporting events or military offensives – and so it is. But planning has a function that is, if anything, at least as valuable.


If we can learn the skill of planning, we can indeed do more with less. We can get much more done in the available time. We will endure a lot less firefighting and unpleasant surprises. In so doing we can have less stress in our lives and be far more productive. We can have much more predictable outcomes to the things we are trying to achieve. And we will indeed be working smarter, not harder.


This is the promise of this book.


DOING WITHOUT DOING


There is a Taoist term called Wei Wu Wei. It means ‘doing without doing’. While this may sound like a contradiction in terms, doing without doing is exactly what we are going to achieve with this book. We will show that by learning the skill of planning, we can get things done with the least amount of time, effort, resources, money, firefighting, and stress.


And understand too that we’re not talking about vast amounts of planning – so-called ‘paralysis by analysis’. Rather, a small amount of critical thinking is all it takes to achieve what we’re talking about.


You’re a busy person. You don’t want somebody like me telling you a whole bunch of extra stuff you have to do. On the contrary, anything I ask you to do should result in less work for you, not more. And – as you’ll see – so it will be.


You’ll be astonished, I think, at the amount that you can get done in a short space of time. The time you spend planning will be repaid many times over by the time you don’t have to spend firefighting.


THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK


The book is divided into two parts. Part 1 is for everybody in a job who would like to achieve the promise of doing without doing.


Part 2 will give you the same effect if you run a group/department/division/organization.


HOW TO USE THE BOOK


It’s not going to be enough for you to read the book: you’re going to have to do things. The book is about trying to change your behaviour – each chapter proposes some new behaviour for you to adopt. Adopt any one of them and you’ll see immediate benefit. The more you adopt, the more you’ll see benefit. Adopt them all and you will indeed find yourself doing without doing. You will find yourself:


♦   Less stressed


♦   With more time available


♦   Making commitments you know you can deliver on


♦   Getting home on time rather than having to stay late to work


♦   Completing jobs properly rather than in a half-baked or ‘fingers crossed, let’s hope it will be okay’ sort of way


♦   Building a reputation as a person who always gets the job done – calmly and without panic


♦   Having far less firefights and unpleasant surprises happening in your job.


So if I were you, the way I would use the book is like this. Read it a chapter at a time, there’s no hurry. Each chapter will suggest some things you should do differently. Start doing these things and witness the benefits. Then go on to the next chapter.


Be sure to hold the gains. After you experience the difference that a particular chapter makes, be sure to continue doing that particular thing until your old way of working is left behind, disappearing in your rear-view mirror.


And finally, it maybe nearly goes without saying – but I’ll say it anyway – that while the focus of this book is on work, everything we say here could also be used in your personal life to similar effect.


If all of this sounds attractive, then off we go!





Part 1



Planning for Yourself
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Why You Wouldn’t Cook Dinner Like You Do Your Job


IT’S DINNERTIME


Imagine this. It’s about six o’clock in the evening and you suddenly realize you’re hungry. You decide to cook dinner. Here’s what you do next:


  1. You light the gas ring.


  2. You look in the fridge to see if there’s something to cook.


  3. You find there’s nothing you like there, so you decide to head down to the supermarket. Hopefully, you turn off the gas ring before you go.


  4. You return with some eggs – you’re going to make an omelette.


  5. You light the gas ring again.


  6. Where’s the frying pan? Uh oh, it’s in the dishwasher and the dishwasher is partway through its cycle. Okay, let’s wait until the cycle is over. Turn off the gas again. Go watch TV.


  7. Finally, the dishwasher cycle is over and you start cooking your omelette. But then you think, ‘It’d be really nice to have some fried potatoes with the omelette.’ But oh heck, you should have done the potatoes first because they take longer than the omelette.


  8. You finish the omelette and put it in the oven to keep warm. Now you start on the potatoes. You’re going to have a can of mushy peas with them and happily, you have both enough potatoes and the mushy peas.


  9. But midway through frying the potatoes, you change your mind. Wouldn’t asparagus be really nice instead of mushy peas? Back down to the store again!


10. And so on . . .


Ridiculous, isn’t it? It’s an episode of Mr Bean. You wouldn’t do it in a million years. No, of course you wouldn’t . . . well, not at home anyway. Not where dinner is concerned.


No, you save that kind of behaviour for work!


HOW MANY TIMES HAVE YOU DONE IT?


The boss calls you in and hands you the project or somebody else gives you something and says, ‘This should only take a few minutes . . .’ Or you dream up some great idea – wouldn’t it be great if we did this? – or some crisis/emergency/firefight breaks out.


What do you do next?


You say ‘Sure’ or ‘Okay’ and off you go. Then you start doing stuff . . . Calling meetings, sending out emails, calling people up, contacting recruitment agencies, writing documents and so on, and so on and so on. Before you know it, something unexpected crops up.


And now that’s a problem because you’ve already made a commitment and promised things (when you said ‘Sure’/‘Okay’) and you hadn’t expected this thing to happen (because you had thought that nothing unexpected would happen, despite the fact that something unexpected always happens) and this firefight that you now find yourself engaged in has a knock-on effect on some other promise or commitment that you made. Which in turn has an effect somewhere else. And so it goes.


Why does this happen? It happens because there’s a sequence of events. Everything gets done through a sequence of events; firefights occur when sequences of events collide. Let me explain.


THERE’S ALWAYS A SEQUENCE OF EVENTS


If you were to only take one idea away from this book, take this one. It is that whenever anything gets done – cooking dinner, a small crisis/firefight, a large project, the Olympic Games, the Normandy Landings, anything – it gets done because a sequence of events is identified and carried out.


There is always a sequence of events.


This is how everything gets done.


Knowing the sequence of events after the thing is over is called a post-mortem. Knowing them while you’re engaged in figuring them out is called firefighting. Knowing the sequence of events in advance is called a plan.


That’s what this book is about – figuring out the sequence of events in advance. Not firefighting, not when the whole thing is all over and lies in a mess at your feet . . .


In advance!




GO DO IT!


There’s nothing you need to do in this chapter, just be sure you take away the idea of the sequence of events. It’s going to be central to everything we do after this.







PLANNING TIME TAKEN


None so far.
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Why You Should Only Say ‘Sure’ When You’re Buying Deodorant


As you can see, the book started off gently. In Chapter 1 there was no new behaviour to adopt, just an idea you had to take away. Here, it’s a little more demanding because there’s something you need to stop doing.


PREDICTING THE FUTURE – IT’S A RISKY BUSINESS


Your boss calls you into his/her office, gathers up the pile of stuff and says, ‘Congratulations, you’re going to be leading the poison chalice project, and I’m sure it’ll be a career-enhancing move for all of us. Oh, and by the way, we don’t know much about this project, but it has to be done by this date. You’ll have to do it with the team you’ve got and the budget’s already been fixed.’


Or (s)he says, ‘Would you mind taking care of this? There’s only a couple of hours’ work in it and I need it before you go home today.’


Taking on projects – as you do every day in work – is a risky business. It’s risky whatever the size of the project – whether some mammoth undertaking all the way down to a seemingly inconsequential request.


It’s risky because – if you think about it – you get asked to make a prediction of the future – can you do it by this date/for this budget/with these people? – and then make that prediction come true. Now, if any of us could actually do that we really wouldn’t be doing it at work. Instead, we’d be down at the racetrack or spending our nights in casinos, even buying lottery tickets.


If that wasn’t bad enough – and I think you’ll agree it is – we often get asked to make these predictions in a very strange way. Imagine your car was acting up and you took it to the garage and what you said to the guy in the garage was, ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with my car, but I’d like you to fix it in the next hour and it’d better only cost fifty euros/pounds/dollars.’


It would be a strange way to ask him to look at your car.


But what would be even stranger would be if he said, ‘Sure’.


And when you came back an hour later and drove your car out of the garage, you’d be wondering what he did to your car. Did he do anything? Has he even looked at it? Is the engine going to fall out or catch fire or perhaps explode?
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