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DEDICATION


This book is dedicated to you, my readers.


I hope it makes your life at work a little easier and less stressful!



INTRODUCTION


Many of us spend an enormous amount of time and energy engaged in work—eight, ten, even twelve hours a day isn’t at all uncommon. And whether we work for a giant corporation, a smaller company, or on Wall Street—or, whether we are self-employed, work for the government, or in retail—or for that matter any other industry or business, there’s no doubt about it: Work can be, and usually is, stressful.


Each industry and career has its own unique set of problems and sources of stress, and each job carries its specific burdens and occasional nightmares. From time to time, most of us must deal with some combination of a variety of unpleasant issues—unrealistic deadlines and expectations, bureaucracies, difficult and demanding bosses, ridiculous meetings and memos, quotas, back-stabbing and criticism, harassment, uncertainty, and rejection. In addition, there are government regulations and high taxes, lack of appreciation, fierce competition, insensitive or selfish coworkers, demanding schedules, poor working conditions, long commutes, and downsizing. It seems that virtually no one is exempt from the hassles of having a job and doing business.


Indeed, the questions aren’t whether or not stress exists in the workplace or whether or not you will be exposed to it—it most certainly does and you most certainly will. Rather, the more relevant question is, “How are you going to deal with it?” You can surrender to the fact that work is inherently stressful and there’s nothing you can do about it, or you can begin to walk a slightly different path and learn to respond in new, more peaceful ways to the demands of work. It’s clear to me that if you are going to find a way to work with less stress, you’re going to have to find the answer within yourself. There simply isn’t any job available, or any way to set up your life, that doesn’t contain its own unique set of challenges.


If you’ve read any of my earlier books, you know that I’m an optimist. I believe that practically anyone can make at least incremental improvements in the quality of their lives by making small daily changes in attitude and behavior. Without minimizing any of the difficult issues that are out there, I know in my heart that we are not victims of the status quo. We can change. But change won’t come about as a result of our work dishing out fewer demands or having an easier life. Rather, change must come from within us. The good news is, when it does, our work lives—in fact, our entire lives—will seem easier and less stressful.


This book came about as a result of thousands of letters and phone calls I received after writing Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff… And It’s All Small Stuff. Many people were pleased to discover that, after reading the book, their lives were becoming less stressful and more enjoyable. Time and time again, I received requests from readers to write a similar type of book, only this time focused on specific applications and issues in the workplace. Because, to a large extent, I have overcome my own tendency to sweat the small stuff at work and because I know many others who have done the same, I decided to embark on another Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff journey geared toward work.


It’s fascinating to examine the way people deal with the most serious work-related issues, such as being fired or overtaken by a larger competitor, internal theft or violence, or being forced to relocate to a new city. When you stop to think about it, it’s quite impressive, if not amazing. For the most part, people are courageous, innovative, and resilient when forced to deal with these truly challenging problems. But, as in other areas of life, when dealing with the smaller daily “stuff,” it’s quite a different story. In fact, if you take a step back, you may realize that, despite the occasional significant problems in the workplace, much of what bugs us on a day-to-day basis is actually the “small stuff.” Hopefully, for most of us, the truly serious and tragic issues are few and far between. Indeed, it’s all those little hassles that tend to drive us crazy.


Imagine, for a moment, how much energy is expended being stressed-out, frustrated, and angry over relatively minor things. How about being offended and bothered, or feeling criticized? And think about the implications of worry, fear, and commiseration. What impact do these emotions have on our productivity and on our enjoyment of our work? It’s exhausting just thinking about it! Now imagine what might happen if you could use that same energy—or even some of it—on being more productive, creative, and solution-oriented.


While there may be little we can do about the really “big stuff,” you must admit that there are many instances when we blow little problems out of proportion and turn things into giant emergencies. Often, we become frustrated or overwhelmed by the accumulation of all the little things we have to deal with. So much so, that we begin to lump together the day-to-day hassles and begin to treat everything as if it were “big stuff.”


Because there is so much “small stuff” to deal with at work, there is a correlation between the way you handle small stuff and the overall quality of your experience. There’s no question that, if you can learn to treat the smaller hassles with more perspective, wisdom, patience and with a better sense of humor, you’ll begin to bring out the best in yourself as well as in others. You’ll spend far less time being bothered, annoyed, and frustrated, and more time being creative and productive. Solutions will seem as plentiful in a calmer state of mind as the problems appear in a more bothered state.


One of the nice by-products of learning not to sweat the small stuff so much is that, eventually, you begin to see more and more of what you have to deal with on a daily basis as “small stuff.” Whereas before you may have treated practically everything as if it were a really big deal, you may get better at differentiating between the truly significant and that which is far more benign.


As you learn to stop sweating the small stuff at work, you’ll still have many of the same problems to deal with. However, you’ll experience them quite differently. Rather than reacting to each issue with knee-jerk negativity, you’ll learn to respond with far more grace and ease. Your stress level will lower, and you’ll begin to have a lot more fun. I know that work can be difficult, but I also know we can learn to respond to that difficulty in a more positive way. I wish you the very best of luck in your work life, and hope that this book makes it a little bit easier.


Let’s go to it!




1.


DARE TO BE HAPPY


Many people don’t allow themselves the luxury of being enthusiastic, light-hearted, inspired, relaxed, or happy—especially at work. To me, this is a very unfortunate form of self-denial. It seems that a great number of people are frightened at what a happy demeanor would look like to other people, including coworkers, clients, and employers. After all, they assume, “Someone who is relaxed (or happy) must not be a hard worker.” The logic goes something like this: If they looked happy, others might assume they were satisfied with the status quo and therefore lacking the necessary motivation to excel in their work or go the extra mile. They certainly couldn’t survive in a competitive environment.


I’m often hired to speak to corporations around the country on stress reduction and happier living. On a number of occasions, the person who invited me to speak has asked me, in a nervous tone, whether I would help the employees become so happy that they would “lose their edge.” I’m not kidding!


In reality, it’s the other way around. It’s nonsense to believe that a relaxed, happy person necessarily lacks motivation. On the contrary, happy people are almost always the ones who love what they do. It’s been shown again and again that people who love what they do are highly motivated by their own enthusiasm to continually better themselves and their performance. They are good listeners and have a sharp learning curve. In addition, happy workers are highly creative, charismatic, easy to be around, and good team players.


Unhappy people, on the other hand, are often held back by their own misery or stress, which distracts them from success. Rigid, stressed-out people are a drag to be around and difficult to work with. They are the ones who lack motivation because they are so consumed with their own problems, lack of time, and stress. Unhappy people often feel victimized by others and their working conditions. It’s difficult for them to be solution-oriented because everything is seen as someone else’s fault. In addition, they are usually poor team players because they are often self-centered and preoccupied with their own issues. They are defensive and, almost always, poor listeners. If they are successful, it’s despite their unhappiness, not because of it. In fact, if an unhappy, stressed-out person can learn to become happier, he or she will become even more successful.


I felt this strategy would be an excellent way to introduce this book because one of my goals is to convince you that it’s okay to be happy, kind, patient, more relaxed and forgiving. It’s to your advantage, personally and professionally. You won’t lose your edge, nor will you be “walked on.” I can assure you that you won’t become apathetic, uncaring or unmotivated. To the contrary, you’ll feel more inspired, creative, and driven to make an even greater contribution than you do right now. You’ll see solutions and opportunities where others see problems. Likewise, rather than being discouraged by setbacks or failures, you’ll bounce back quickly and resiliently. You will have increased energy, you’ll be able to work “in the eye of the storm,” and, because you’ll be so level-headed, you’ll be the one who is looked to when tough decisions need to be made. You will rise to the top.


If you dare to be happy, your life will begin to change immediately. Your life and your work will take on greater significance and will be experienced as an extraordinary adventure. You’ll be loved by others and, without a doubt, you’ll be sweating the small stuff far less often at work.




2.


BECOME LESS CONTROLLING


When I talk about being “controlling,” I’m referring to unhealthy attempts to manipulate the behavior of others, having the need to control your environment, insisting on having things be “just so” in order to feel secure, and becoming immobilized, defensive or anxious when other people don’t behave to your specifications—the way you think they should be. To be controlling means you are preoccupied with the actions of others and how those actions affect you. To put it in the context of this book, people who are controlling “sweat the behavior” of others when it doesn’t match their own expectations.


I’ve made several observations about people who are controlling; two in particular. First, there are too many of them. For whatever reason, there seems to be a national trend toward controlling behavior. Secondly, the trait of being controlling is highly stressful—both to the controller and to those who are being controlled. If you want a more peaceful life, it’s essential you become less controlling.


One of the most extreme examples of controlling behavior I’ve heard of involved, of all things, paper clips! A lawyer at a top-flight law firm had a penchant for certain things to be done in certain ways—not only “big picture” things, but very minuscule things as well. This fellow liked to use copper-colored paper clips instead of the silver ones his firm provided (what could be more important than that?). So he had his secretary buy his own private supply for him each week (and didn’t even reimburse her). If something came to his desk with the wrong kind of clip, he’d fly into a rage. He became known in the office as “the paper clip king.”


It probably won’t come as a big surprise that this guy was almost always behind on his paperwork, and his work for his clients suffered. All the time he spent getting angry over petty things slowed him down. The paper clips were only one aspect of his controlling behavior—he had rules and regulations about everything from how his coffee was served (in a special china cup and saucer) to the order in which he was introduced in meetings. Ultimately, his controlling behavior turned off one too many of his clients, and he was let go from the firm.


This is a very unusual and extreme example, yet if you examine your own behavior, you may find areas that you are trying to control that are futile or just plain silly. I encourage you to take a look.


A person who is controlling carries with him a great deal of stress because, not only does he (or she) have to be concerned with his own choices and behavior, but in addition, he insists that others think and behave in certain ways as well. While occasionally we can influence another person, we certainly can’t force him to be a certain way. To someone who is controlling, this is highly frustrating.


Obviously, in business, there are many times you want to have a meeting of the minds, or you need others to see things as you do. You have to sell yourself and your ideas to those you work with. In certain instances, you must exert your opinions, influence, even power to get something done. There are times you must insist on getting your way or think of clever and creative ways to get others to think differently. That’s all part of business. And that’s absolutely not what I’m referring to here. We’re not talking about healthy, normal attempts to come to a meeting of the minds or balancing points of view. We’re also not talking about not caring about the behavior of others—of course you care. Rather, we’re discussing the ways that insistence, singular thinking, rigidity, and the need to control translates into pain and stress.


What hurts the controlling person is what goes on inside—his feelings and emotions. The key element seems to be a lack of willingness to allow other people to fully be themselves, to give them space to be who they are, and to respect—really respect—the fact that people think differently. Deep down, a controlling person doesn’t want other people to be themselves, but rather the image of who they want them to be. But people aren’t an image of who we want them to be—they are who they are. So, if you’re tied to an imagined image, you’re going to feel frustrated and impotent a great deal of the time. A controlling person assumes that he knows what’s best, and by golly, he’s going to make other people see the folly of their ways. Within the need to control, there’s an inherent lack of respect for the opinions and ways of others.


The only way to become less controlling is to see the advantages of doing so. You have to see that you can still get your way when it’s necessary, yet you will be less personally invested. In other words, less will be riding on other people being, thinking, or behaving in a certain way. This will translate into a far less stressful way of being in the world. When you can make allowances in your mind for the fact that other people see life differently than you do, you’ll experience far less internal struggle.


In addition, as you become less controlling, you’ll be a lot easier to be around. You can probably guess that most people don’t like to be controlled. It’s a turnoff. It creates resentment and adversarial relationships. As you let go of your need to be so controlling, people will be more inclined to help you; they will want to see you succeed. When people feel accepted for who they are rather than judged for who you think they should be, they will admire and respect you like never before.




3.


ELIMINATE THE RAT RACE MENTALITY


I often hear people conversing about being stuck “in the rat race” as if they were discussing the weather—in a very casual, matter-of-fact manner. The assumption seems to be, “There’s no escaping it—it’s just a fact of life for everyone.”


One of the problems with this mentality is that the label “rat race” implies, among other things, assumptions like, “I’m in a hurry, get out of my way, there’s never enough time, there’s not enough to go around, it’s a dog-eat-dog world,” and so forth. It sets you up to be frightened, impatient, and annoyed by constantly reinforcing and validating a self-defeating belief. You’ll notice that most people who describe themselves as being “in the rat race” will indeed be hyper and easily bothered. It’s important to note, however, that there are other people with the same types of jobs, pressures, responsibilities, and schedules who experience and describe their work in a much more peaceful and interesting way. Yet, they are every bit as effective and productive as their more nervous and agitated counterparts.


It’s always refreshing for me to meet people who, despite being part of the corporate, commuting, and/or working world, have made the decision to not buy into this frenetic and destructive label. They refuse to box themselves in by the way they describe their experience. Instead, they live in a more accepting way, constantly on the lookout for a positive take on their experience.


So much of our daily work life exists in our own mind, dependent upon what aspects we focus on and how we characterize our experience. In other words, when we describe our day, we might feel very justified in saying, “Oh God, it was awful. I was stuck in horrible traffic with millions of other angry people. I spent my day in boring meetings, always scrambling a few minutes behind. There were arguments and almost constant conflict to deal with. What a bunch of jerks!”


The identical day might be thought of differently. You might describe it like this: “I drove to work and spent much of my day meeting with people. It was a challenge, but I did my best to stay as long as possible at one meeting without being late for the next one. The art of my work is bringing together people who, on the surface, don’t seem to be able to get along very well. It’s a good thing I’m there to help.”


Can you feel the difference? And it’s not a matter of one description being “realistic and accurate” and the other being wishful thinking. The truth is, both are absolutely accurate. It all depends on the well-being of the person doing the thinking. The same dynamic applies to whatever you happen to do for a living or how you spend your time. You can always make the argument, “I’m stuck in the rat race,” or you can find another way to think about it.


You can begin to eliminate the rat race mentality and, in the process, become a calmer person and create a more interesting life, by deciding to stop discussing it with others—and by recharacterizing your day and your responsibilities in a healthier way. As your mind is focused in a more positive direction, and as you’re looking for the gifts of your day instead of the hassles, you’ll begin to notice aspects of your work life that may have been invisible to you. You’ll actually see things differently. Everywhere you look, you’ll see opportunities for personal and spiritual growth. You’ll see more solutions and fewer problems, as well as plenty of ways to enhance and maximize your experience. I hope you’ll consider eliminating the rate race mentality—your work will be a lot more rewarding if you do.




4.


DON’T DRAMATIZE THE DEADLINES


Many of us work under the constant demands of tight deadlines. Authors are no exception to this rule. But have you ever stopped to think about how much mental and emotional emphasis we put on our deadlines? And have you ever wondered what negative consequences are attached to such emphasis? If not, I encourage you to give these questions some careful consideration.


It’s true that deadlines are a fact of life. Yet a lot of this type of stress comes not so much from the deadline itself, but from all the thinking about it, wondering whether or not we will make it, feeling sorry for ourselves, complaining and, perhaps most of all, commiserating with others.


Recently, I was in an office waiting for an appointment. The person I was to meet with had been delayed in traffic. I was trying to read, but became fascinated by a conversation between two co-workers in the office. They were complaining among themselves about the unfair tight deadline they were on. Apparently, they had less than two hours to complete some type of report. Whatever it was, it was to be turned in by noon that same day.


I sat there, listening in amazement, as the two of them spent almost an entire hour complaining about how ridiculous it was to be put through this. They had not taken the first step toward the completion of their goal! Finally, about a minute before the person I was to meet finally arrived, one of them said in a frantic tone, “God, we’d better get started. It’s due in an hour.”


I realize that this is an extreme example, and few of us would waste time in as dramatic a manner as this. However, it does illustrate the point that the deadline itself isn’t always the sole factor in the creation of stress. Ultimately, these two people seemed to realize that they could get the job done—even in one hour. So you have to wonder how different their experience could have been had they calmly taken a deep breath and worked together as quickly and efficiently as possible.


It’s been my experience that complaining about deadlines—even if the complaints are justified—takes an enormous amount of mental energy and, more important to deadlines, time! The turmoil you go through commiserating with others or simply within your own head is rarely worth it. The added obsessive thinking about the deadline creates its own internal anxiety.


I know that deadlines can create quite a bit of stress and that sometimes it doesn’t seem fair. However, working toward your goal without the interference of negative mental energy makes any job more manageable. See if you can notice how often you tend to worry, fret, or complain about deadlines. Then, try to catch yourself in the act of doing so. When you do, gently remind yourself that your energy would be better spent elsewhere. Who knows, perhaps you can ultimately make peace with deadlines altogether.




5.


HAVE SOME “NO PHONE” TIME AT WORK


If you’re like me, the telephone is a mixed bag of goods. On one hand, it’s a lifesaver and obviously critical to most people. Without it, work would be impossible. On the other hand, depending on what you do for a living, the telephone can be one of the most distracting and stressful aspects of your work. Sometimes it seems as if we’re always on the phone. And, if we’re on the phone, it’s impossible to get any other type of work done. This can create anxiety and resentment toward the people who are calling us.


I was once in the office of a manager when the phone rang. Immediately, he bellowed, “That darn phone never stops ringing.” He then proceeded to pick it up and engage in a fifteen-minute conversation while I waited. When he finally hung up, he looked exhausted and frustrated. He apologized as the phone rang once again. He later confessed that he was having a great deal of trouble completing his tasks because of the volume of calls he was responding to. At some point I asked him, “Have you ever considered having a certain period of time when you simply don’t answer the phone?” He looked at me with a puzzled look on his face and said, “As a matter of fact, no.” It turned out that this simple suggestion helped him not only to relax, but to get more work done as well. Like many people, he didn’t need hours of uninterrupted time, but he did need some! Because he was the one returning many of the calls instead of responding to them, he was able, in many instances, to cut the length of the return call. He would say things like, “Hi Joan, I’ve only got two minutes, but I wanted to get back to you.”


Obviously, we depend on the phone, and are required to use it to varying degrees. If you’re a receptionist, for example, or a telephone operator, or a salesperson, this strategy is going to have limited, if any practical relevance for you. However, for many others, it can be a real lifesaver. In my office, for example, if I didn’t have any “no phone” time, I would be on the phone close to 100 percent of the day. The phone never seems to stop ringing. If I didn’t have protective policies in place, I’d have very little time to write or work on other projects. I suspect the same may be true for many of you.


You can set this strategy in place in many different ways. I have certain times of the day when I turn off the ringer and don’t take any calls other than ones that have been previously scheduled, or for real emergencies (which are extremely rare). This gives me some time to focus—without distraction—on what’s most relevant to my work.


Many people, of course, are required to answer the phone as a company policy or as a part of their job, and these people must be a little more creative to implement this strategy. Perhaps you can arrive a little early and turn off the phone before your day “officially” begins, or do the same thing after work. I know one woman who decided to bring her lunch to work so that she could work at her desk during a time she was allowed to turn off the phone and let the voice mail answer it. She was able to negotiate an earlier quitting time so that her actual day wasn’t longer, but she was then able to have a little more time to concentrate.


In certain instances, you might be able to convince your employer to allow you to experiment with this strategy—to see if you can get more done (and still return all the calls). Some calls that come in can be returned later, or after hours when you can answer specific questions by leaving messages on a voice mail. This may take a minute or two instead of engaging in a ten-or fifteen-minute conversation.


If you work at home (or if you ever need to get things done at home), this strategy works wonders and is often easier to put into place. You simply make the decision that for a specific period of time you will not answer the phone, thereby giving yourself the chance to get the things done that you need to do.


This is not a fool-proof strategy; there are often quirks to work out. For example, how do you handle emergencies or important personal calls? I have a separate line reserved for very close friends, family, and a select few people that I work with. Another possibility is to leave your pager number or an alternate phone number on your voice mail or answering machine that is specifically reserved for calls that truly can’t wait. Most people will honor your “emergency only” request. One other possibility is that you can check your messages after each call, or on a frequent basis. That way, you can postpone the bulk of the calls until a better time, but still get right back to those people who absolutely can’t wait.


I think you’ll find that any hassles you must overcome to put this strategy into practice are, in most instances, well worth it. Let’s face it. The work world is not going to accommodate us with fewer phone calls to respond to. I’ve found that I can get twice, even three times the amount of concentrated work done when I’m not distracted by the phone. Then, with all the time I have saved, I can almost always return my calls when everything else has been done.




6.


AVOID CORPORATE BRAGGING


One of the many things that I do professionally is travel around the country giving lectures to corporations and other groups on stress reduction, gaining happiness, and various ways to stop sweating the small stuff. At some of these functions, I’m asked to attend meetings, meals, and parties, either before or after my speaking engagement. And although I’m a fairly private person who enjoys being alone, particularly before I speak to a large group, I’d say that a vast majority of the people I’ve met are nice, thoughtful, talented, and well-meaning individuals.


I’ve noticed a destructive tendency, however, that seems to run through virtually every individual, corporation, and industry. That tendency is what I call “corporate bragging.”


Corporate bragging is sharing with others how incredibly busy you are and how very hard you work—not just in passing, but rather as a central, focal point of conversation. It’s almost as though we wear a badge of honor for being a person who is completely overwhelmed, deprived of sleep, and who has little, if any, personal life. I’ve heard hundreds of people discussing the number of hours they work, as well as the number of hours they don’t get to sleep each night. I’ve heard people explain how exhaustion is a regular part of their life. They discuss the time they arrive at the office, and the number of months it’s been since they had any real quality time with their spouse, children, or significant other, much less a vacation. I’ve heard people brag about not having time to go out on dates, about being so busy and frantic that they’ve forgotten to eat, and even a few people who have gone so far as to say they rarely have time to use the restroom.


Although corporate bragging is a catchy phrase, the tendency itself is certainly not limited to people working in the corporate world. Rather, it’s a habit that seems to have taken hold over most people who work for a living—it’s extremely pervasive.


Before I go on, let me assure you that I’m not minimizing how hard people work or how difficult and all-consuming work can be—I’ve been there too. The problem is that bragging about how busy you are reinforces, to yourself, how stressed out you are. It keeps you overly focused on the most negative aspects of your work. It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, keeping you caught up in your own business.


If you take a step back and think about it, you’ll probably agree that corporate bragging is also a boring, nonproductive topic of conversation. I’ve observed many conversations centered around corporate bragging and I’ve yet to see a single person even slightly interested in hearing about someone else’s busyness. Usually, the person listening (if you can call it that) is either waiting their turn to share about their own busyness, or they are looking around the room, paying little attention to what is being said. The truth is, “busyness” is old news—everyone else is already talking about it.


Think about it from the perspective of those to whom you are sharing. Unless I’m missing something, regardless of who you are or what you do for a living, it’s not very interesting to hear about how busy or overwhelmed you are. In fact, it’s really boring. Personally, I can’t stand listening to people complain about it—and I try really hard to avoid it. Let’s be realistic. Would you be interested in hearing about how busy I am? I hope not. I’d rather be around people who discuss interesting aspects of life—and I’m sure you would too.


So, no matter how you look at it, corporate bragging does no good. If you’re too busy, you either need to cut back, or catch up. But talking about it to others only exacerbates your stress and makes you a less interesting person.




7.


MAKE THE BEST OF THOSE BORING MEETINGS


I did a fairly comprehensive survey asking people what they liked least about work. Over and over again, people shared with me their distaste for all those meetings, especially the “boring” ones. Many people feel there are simply too many meetings to attend on a daily and weekly basis, and that many of them are entirely unnecessary.


Admittedly, due to the nature of my work, I’m not required to attend as many meetings as some people. However, I have developed a strategy regarding meetings that has helped me a great deal. And those who have tried it have reported back a similar result.


I’ve found two secrets to making virtually any meeting interesting and as productive as it can possibly be. The first thing I do is use the meeting to practice being “present moment oriented.” In other words, I attempt to absorb myself in the meeting—not allowing my mind to wander. This deliberate attempt to be focused allows me to get as much value out of the experience as possible. After all, I’m there anyway. I can spend the time wishing I were somewhere else—or I can think about what I’ll be doing later. Or, I can practice being truly present, a really good listener. This helps me be highly responsive to whatever is being discussed. That way, if there is something I can contribute, I’ll be able to do so.


Since I’ve been doing this, I’ve found that the meetings I attend are far more interesting. Additional insights come to mind, and I feel as though I have more to offer. I’ve also noticed an increased sense of respect from others. They may even not be consciously aware of it, but it seems that when those present in a meeting sense that you are truly listening, they want to listen to you as well. There is a powerful sense of well-deserved trust that comes across when you are truly present. People are drawn to your energy and presence.


The second commitment I have made regarding meetings is to tell myself that I’m going to learn something new from each meeting. So, I listen intently to what is being said, trying to hear something I don’t already know. In other words, rather than comparing what I’m hearing to what I already believe—or agreeing or disagreeing in my mind to what is being said—I’m searching for new wisdom, a new insight, or a new way of doing something. I’ve found that when my intent is to learn, I almost always do learn. Instead of thinking to myself, “Yeah, yeah, I already know this stuff,” I try to clear my mind and allow myself to have a beginner’s mind.


The results have been quite impressive and significant. My learning curve has dramatically increased, and meetings have become fun again. I’ve learned to make the best of it. The way I look at it is this: I’m in the meeting anyway. Why not spend the time in a productive, healthy way, practicing valuable emotional skills instead of wishing I were someone else? To do so makes my work life more interesting and effective.




8.


STOP ANTICIPATING TIREDNESS


Recently, I was on a flight from San Francisco to Chicago when I overheard one of the silliest conversations imaginable. It demonstrates a critical yet common mistake that many people seem to make on an ongoing basis. The conversation, which must have lasted at least half of an hour, centered around how tired each of these two people were going to be—tomorrow and all week!


It was as if each person was trying to convince the other, and perhaps themselves, how many hours and how hard they were working, how few hours of sleep they were going to get, and, most of all, how tired they were going to be. I wasn’t quite sure if they were bragging or complaining, but one thing was certain, they were appearing more and more tired the longer the conversation continued.


They each said things like, “Boy, am I going to be tired tomorrow,” “I don’t know how I’m going to make it through the rest of the week,” and “I’m only going to get three hours of sleep tonight.” They told stories of late nights, lack of sleep, uncomfortable hotel beds, and early morning meetings. They anticipated feeling exhausted, and I’m sure they were going to be correct in their assumption. Their voices were heavy, as if the lack of sleep they were going to get was already affecting them. I actually felt myself getting tired just listening to part of the conversation!
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