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The Chartered Management Institute is the only chartered professional body that is dedicated to management and leadership. We are committed to raising the performance of business by championing management.


We represent 71,000 individual managers and have 450 corporate members. Within the Institute there are also a number of distinct specialisms, including the Institute of Business Consulting and Women in Management Network.


We exist to help managers tackle the management challenges they face on a daily basis by raising the standard of management in the UK. We are here to help individuals become better managers and companies develop better managers.


We do this through a wide range of products and services, from practical management checklists to tailored training and qualifications. We produce research on the latest ‘hot’ management issues, provide a vast array of useful information through our online management information centre, as well as offering consultancy services and career information.


You can access these resources ‘off the shelf’ or we can provide solutions just for you. Our range of products and services is designed to ensure companies and managers develop their potential and excel. Whether you are at the start of your career or a proven performer in the boardroom, we have something for you.


We engage policy makers and opinion formers and, as the leading authority on management, we are regularly consulted on a range of management issues. Through our in-depth research and regular policy surveys of members, we have a deep understanding of the latest management trends.


For more information visit our website www.managers.org.uk.
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Transform the way you work


The Chartered Management Institute’s Chartered Manager award is the ultimate accolade for practising professional managers. Designed to transform the way you think about your work and how you add value to your organisation, it is based on demonstrating measurable impact.


This unique award proves your ability to make a real difference in the workplace.


Chartered Manager focuses on the six vital business skills of:




	Leading people


	Managing change


	Meeting customer needs


	Managing information and knowledge


	Managing activities and resources


	Managing yourself





Transform your organisation


There is a clear and well-established link between good management and improved organisational performance. Recognising this, the Chartered Manager scheme requires individuals to demonstrate how they are applying their leadership and change management skills to make significant impact within their organisation.


Transform your career


Whatever career stage a manager is at Chartered Manager will set them apart. Chartered Manager has proven to be a stimulus to career progression, either via recognition by their current employer or through the motivation to move on to more challenging roles with new employers.


But don’t take just our word for it …


Chartered Manager has transformed the careers and organisations of managers in all sectors.


• ‘Being a Chartered Manager was one of the main contributing factors which led to my recent promotion.’


Lloyd Ross, Programme Delivery Manager, British Nuclear Fuels


• ‘I am quite sure that a part of the reason for my success in achieving my appointment was due to my Chartered Manager award which provided excellent, independent evidence that I was a high quality manager.’


Donaree Marshall, Head of Programme Management Office, Water Service, Belfast


• ‘The whole process has been very positive, giving me confidence in my strengths as a manager but also helping me to identify the areas of my skills that I want to develop. I am delighted and proud to have the accolade of Chartered Manager.’


Allen Hudson, School Support Services Manager, Dudley Metropolitan County Council


• ‘As we are in a time of profound change, I believe that I have, as a result of my change management skills, been able to provide leadership to my staff. Indeed, I took over three teams and carefully built an integrated team, which is beginning to perform really well. I believe that the process I went through to gain Chartered Manager status assisted me in achieving this and consequently was of considerable benefit to my organisation.’


George Smart, SPO and D/Head of Resettlement, HM Prison Swaleside


To find out more or to request further information please visit our website www.managers.org.uk/cmgr.
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Preface


Overload can come from a number of sources and, while it affects every individual differently, the root cause is the same for everyone: the shift in perspective from being in control to being in chaos.


This book can help if you:


 




	have more work than time


	are reluctant to speed-read in case vital information is missed


	regularly deal with awkward, dull or technical information


	have a permanently full in-tray


	work, study and run a home


	feel overwhelmed with personal and business information


	are so busy that you forget important events or details


	want practical strategies for managing information.





 


Getting the most out of this book


Most adults, especially working parents, have at some time become overwhelmed with information. It’s difficult to avoid.


Many people believe that the cure is to ‘get busy’. However, the more you busy yourself, the more out of control you’re likely to feel unless the ‘busyness’ is effective.


To make sure you get the most out of this book and ensure the ‘busyness’ of reading it is effective, read Chapter 5 – How do I manage written information? – first. Once you’ve read that chapter you can use smart reading strategies to help you process this material, and any other written material quickly and efficiently.


By reading Chapter 5 first you might also realise that, sometimes, the most important information you need isn’t at the top of the pile, in the first chapter or the loudest, i.e. the phone. The most important information you need is the answer to this: ‘What specific information do you need that will have the greatest impact on what you are doing?’


 


Chapter 5 and back again ...


The five steps explained in Chapter 5 will help you clarify your purpose, scan the material for what you specifically need and take an overview of the contents. This will allow you to determine what you need and what you don’t. Finally, it will increase your ability to concentrate on what you have chosen to read.


 


Information is unlimited but our ability to manage it is not


When you try to use too much information at once the information begins to manage you. But information is only part of the issue. Problems start when people loading you with information also start to manage you. That’s when you begin to lose control. It’s then that, as an emergency measure, you have to adopt the 80/20 rule and identify the 20 per cent of what you do that’s giving you 80 per cent of your results, and ditch the 80 per cent overload that’s only producing 20 per cent of your results.


In a book as wide-ranging as this, it is inevitable that it incorporates some personal views and includes things that work for the authors. As you read this book and develop your skill to overcome information overload you will find additional strategies, not included in this book, that will work for you.
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What is information overload and how do you know if you have it?


Information overload is an easy trap to fall into because on the surface, it seems like the problem comes from the world around you: people overload you; work overloads you; family overloads you; the media, the Internet and advertising overload you. It’s not your fault.


On closer inspection, all the world is offering you is information. What you do with that information is what determines how overloaded you are. So before we begin, it’s important to define exactly what information overload is.



What is information overload?



Overload is a matter of perspective. The severity is determined by your perception of the consequences of not dealing with excess information. Some people deal with uncontrolled information (even if the consequences of ignoring it seem severe) because they have a higher panic threshold than others.


Information overload doesn’t happen in isolation. If your life is in control then you will be able to manage vast amounts of new, unexpected, conflicting or challenging information. It will seem to you that your mind is open and able to cope with anything new –you are happy, calm and in control. If however, your life takes a turn and one area becomes uncontrolled – family, marriage, relationships, money – your ability to cope with new information will be suddenly and dramatically reduced.


In the Japanese martial art of aikido, you learn that when someone grabs you by the wrist that it is only that part of you that they control. You can still move the rest of your body. Treat information in the same way.


The small part of your life that seems out of control can momentarily blind you to the real scale of your problem. The trouble is, when you experience the emotional feelings that often go with overload, the pieces of information become attached to those feelings along with the potential of too many overbearing consequences. If you gain perspective over the problem and take control, your perception will change and so will your environment.



The purpose of information



How we perceive information and what we decide to do with it determines whether our lives are run by it or whether we are in control. Information can strengthen and secure our position at work. At home, information allows our family to control their lives. Information can also lead to independent wealth. We can have access to all the information the world has to offer, but if we don’t use it appropriately, it becomes overload.


If you feel overloaded with information, you are taking in too much, attaching too much importance to it or doing too little with it. It is better to do a lot with a small amount of information than to try to move forward on the inconsequential or the irrelevant, which can lead to the symptoms of overload.



The symptoms of information overload



Apparent memory difficulties: Small things slip your mind. You get through the day but can’t remember, at the end of the day, what you did at the beginning of it. You can’t remember the names of people you have just met. You have difficulty recalling details, facts and figures. You have conversations during which you tend to ‘zone out’ and you find yourself unable to contribute because you literally didn’t hear or take in what anyone was saying.


Easily distracted: You find yourself daydreaming or going blank for periods of time. Your mind leaps from one subject to another with no apparent connection between the subjects. You start sentences and conversations but don’t finish them. You start projects and tasks but don’t finish them. Everything gets your attention and you find it difficult to concentrate for long periods of time.


Worry: Your time may be taken up with concerns and fears about what you might be missing or what you should be doing. You worry about what other people are doing and about how what you’re not doing will affect them. You might also worry about what people think of your competence or your ability to do your job. You might become uncomfortable during meetings because you feel you’re behind everyone else and are paranoid that everyone knows.


Over-compensation: Even though you know you can’t keep up you might take on even more in the belief you will give the illusion of being in control. Trouble is, if you’re not in control, the more you take on, the less you can do. To hide that you’re in trouble you might talk a lot but deliver little, especially if the tasks are either difficult or outside your skill range. Instead of halting the situation and allowing a re-evaluation, you might start a series of conversations intended to delay delivery. This shares the load by passing information (or non-information) to others so that it becomes impossible for you to complete the task because ‘you’re waiting for Joe Doe to get back to you’. You’ve created gateways so that others have to do non-work before you can do the real work. This widely used tactic shifts blame on to all the other people you pulled into those conversations. Effectively, what you say is: ‘I couldn’t do this task because Joe Doe didn’t get back to me with this particular infinitesimal piece of useless information.’ By then those around you are so confused that they’ve forgotten the original scope of the job, it goes beyond what they feel they should be doing or gets handed off to someone else.


Stress: This leads to over-eating, under-eating, too much sleep, too little sleep, extremes of everything and is one of the key indicators of overload. This is covered in more detail in Chapter 2.


Procrastination: When you have so much to do that you can’t decide what to do, you will do nothing. Many people wait until a situation becomes critical. They deal with what is urgent, when it’s urgent, and only because it’s urgent. As well as adding to stress, procrastination can lead to the overwhelming feeling of being out of control. Procrastinators forget that they’re in a perpetual state of emergency because they’ve sat for days or weeks in a state of worry and fear. If they had taken action sooner, they would not have to deal with any emergency and they probably wouldn’t be overloaded. Procrastination is not only a symptom of overload, it is one of the direct causes. However, not all procrastination is bad. Sometimes it’s a signal from your brain that you’ve missed something important and you shouldn’t take another step until you’ve identified it and dealt with it.


Frozen: This happens when you are feeling so overloaded you can’t cope. When you reach this stage you become incapable of doing anything. You don’t think, you don’t act, you don’t respond to what’s going on around you. You feel numb and apparently oblivious to the consequences of your inaction. Despite the urgency you not only do nothing but you feel nothing. You pass the load to someone else who may have noticed that you’re overloaded. If no one has noticed, they soon will when a deadline is missed. Regardless of the consequences, you will still have done nothing. The chain of warning signs looks like this:



Anatomy of information overload





	
Life is good. You’re generous with your time and frequently say things like ‘sure, I can do that’ to any request. You’re feeling good. The world is in order.


	
Requests increase because you’re a ‘can-do’ individual. Information flows your way and you begin to notice a slight sense of unease. You ignore it but start avoiding certain people or certain topics of conversation.


	
Work stacks up. You notice that you don’t open all your mail every day. E-mails stack up. Your mental attitude is still good: ‘I’ll catch up on Saturday. Kids can look after themselves. It’ll only take an hour or so.’


	Gradually, weekends, evenings and holidays turn in to catch-up times.



	
A rift forms between professional and personal life. You don’t want your family and friends to suffer because you have a ‘bit too much on your plate’, so instead of spending a couple of hours catching up, you sneak time here and there to do what you have to do. You feel bad because you’re not being totally honest with your family or with yourself. But you do what you have to do.


	Instead of sneaking time at home, you decide you’d get a lot more done, a lot quicker, if you stayed at work a little longer. So you do. Your hours extend. First evenings, then Saturday morning, then all day Saturday.


	
People around you are annoyed because ‘you’re always at work’. You get annoyed because they’re annoyed: ‘I have to. I have no choice. It’s my job.’


	
Tension builds at home and in your social life. You start to go to work to get away from it all. But you’re tired and frustrated. Overload increases. Cracks show. Your behaviour changes. People at work notice that you’re snappy, disorganised, late for meetings. Trouble is, you’ve said yes to so many people and projects that your commitments prevent you from backing out. You’re in a moral catch-22: you said yes to be helpful and professional but your desire to continue to be helpful and professional is preventing you from regaining control over your environment.


	
Your mind crosses a line and you shut down. You step into your office after working all weekend and having had a fight at home. You open e-mails. Glance down at the stacked in-tray. There’s another request from someone. It’s not a big request. The deadline isn’t that urgent. They probably wouldn’t mind if you said ‘no’ (although they would be surprised because you’ve said ‘yes’ to everyone else).


	
Information overload hits you square in the face. You can’t see wood for trees and you have bark embedded in your forehead to prove it. Suddenly, you’re out of control and don’t know what to do next.





What to do next


If you feel that your mind is about to collapse under the strain, step out of the ‘overload’ environment – home or office. This includes temporarily distancing yourself from anyone you think may be contributing to your feelings of overload – friends, family, colleagues.


Your initial reaction to this may be: ‘I can’t!! I have too much to do!! My family/colleagues need me!! I’m a mum/dad with responsibilities!! I can’t just take time out!!’ The alternative is to carry on as is.


Your don’t have to take a week out of your life; just a few hours – maybe a day at most.


Take a clean, new notepad and a pen. Leave everything else behind: briefcase, bag and all the clutter you carry with you. Find a place where you can sit and think – teashop, park, anywhere. Take a little time to put what’s going on around you in perspective by answering the following questions:


 




	What part of your life is currently not working – work, money or family? Remember, we’re dealing with information overload and not general life fixing. Focus only on work, family or money – three areas where overload tends to congregate.


	Which part of your environment is the most cluttered –home, work or both?


	Of the areas you’ve identified, which do you feel most emotional about? Where do you feel most angry, frustrated or sad? Many other factors can contribute to feelings of anger, frustration or sadness, so think only in terms of information overload. After you have information in control, and reduced the emotional effects of overload, other things may change too.


	Once you’ve identified what overloads you, list all the people in that environment who contribute to that overload – friends, family, colleagues, bosses.


	Next to each person’s name, write down what you think their expectations of you are. What do your children expect? What does your boss expect? Your creditors? Your bank manager? Your colleagues? Don’t take the easy way out and just say ‘everything’. Break it down. Ask yourself what each person in your life specifically expects of you.


	When you have that list for each person in your life, take the time to be honest and reasonable with yourself. Ask yourself what is genuine and what is self-inflicted. Are you the mental and physical store house for everyone’s schedules? Does that work for you? Is it causing you to burn out? Is it possible for each person to be responsible for their own schedule? What would happen if they were? What if you weren’t responsible for other people’s lives? What if they took responsibility?


	When you have your list of true and reasonable expectations (personal and professional), list all the information you’re currently dealing with to satisfy each of those expectations: schedules, bills, banking, tasks, projects, deadlines.


	If you experience overload at work, at home and in your finances, prioritise them by determining which has the greatest consequence if ignored. Deal with that first. You won’t be ignoring the other areas of your life. You’ll just be dealing with the tough one first.





You should now have a list of all the main people in your life. Those who, as well as contributing to your sense of wellbeing, may overload you, perhaps without intending to. Each person’s expectations will be divided between what is real and what is self-inflicted. All your current tasks, deadlines and activities associated with each of those expectations should also be listed.


It’s important that you’re honest with and about yourself. Not being honest will mean that as you begin to untangle the overload, you’ll be focusing on the wrong information. You might focus on your job where in fact, it’s not that. It may be that monthly bills are actually causing the overload. If you focus only on your job, you’ll feel pressure and just work harder (but not necessarily smarter) and not focus on the fact that your finances are in disarray – ‘I’m working as hard as I can! What more can I do?’ doesn’t fly with credit cards and bank managers. Your greatest enemy is denial.


Now comes either the really easy part, or the truly difficult part -it all depends on what’s on your list.


Working on trivia is okay if you are the only person affected by your overload. It makes you feel busy and, for a while, there are no great consequences. The real issues start when your overload affects the outside world – especially the world of finance, government, business colleagues, friends and family. When your overload makes those people unhappy, you will have a problem you can’t ignore.


If your finances are in disarray, every envelope will fill you with dread. Your behaviour towards simple daily tasks will change. You won’t answer phone calls. Won’t open the mail. You refuse to acknowledge the problem. This is simple denial. But just because you’re ignoring the situation, it doesn’t mean anyone else is.



When information overload is a good excuse



Do you like to feel overloaded? Does it make you feel important? Do you secretly enjoy being the person in the office with so much to do that you have to come into the office at 6 a.m. and can only leave at 8 p.m? Does it make you feel indispensible? Do you care that people notice that you come in early and go home late? You are unlikely to admit this to anyone except yourself (and even that might not be possible) but do you find relief in being able to tell your family that you can’t do certain things with them because you’re too overloaded at work and you need to work late or work over the weekend in order to catch up? Do you use the ‘too much to do’ excuse to avoid things you don’t want to do?


If so, you’re doing one of two things:


 




	You’re consciously making up overload so you can use it as an excuse to get out of doing what you don’t want to do or being where you don’t want to be.


	You’re unconsciously making up overload so you can use it as an excuse to get out of doing what you don’t want to do or being where you don’t want to be.





 


Either way, you need to take the time to understand what you are trying to avoid and what damage you are doing to yourself, your family, your social life and your job by making yourself appear too busy to deal with the important stuff in your life.


If you don’t, people will eventually stop asking you to join in. They will assume you are too busy and when you decide you need to rejoin the world, it might not be so easy.



How to deal with overload when it’s not ‘just in your head’



Sometimes overload is not just in your head. Sometimes it is very real and takes the form of paper, e-mails, books, deadlines, visual and auditory noise.


It is vital to keep a clear head and maintain perspective no matter how much apparent overload you’re collapsing under. I say apparent, because you are the one who has decided you’re overloaded. Other people may load you up with work and information, but you have flipped the mental switch from control to chaos.
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In brief


The key to managing information overload is the following:
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