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INTRODUCTION


A few years back I had a very hectic life and an even more hectic work schedule, the pace of which was probably not all that different from yours. Over the previous fifteen years I managed my own real estate investing business, I ran seminars, and I wrote a book on real estate investing. I got into real estate because I didn’t know what else to do, and once I was in I never had the time to figure out how to get out.


Eventually I was working sixty hours a week and was seldom able to spend quality time with my family and friends or even to have time on my own to relax and just putter around the house. I rarely took a vacation and almost never thought about how work had taken over my life.


One day, while looking at my to-do lists, I realized how complicated and out of balance my life had become. I decided right then and there that it was time to simplify. I started by getting rid of a lot of the clutter. I streamlined the cooking, thecleaning, the laundry, and the other household routines; I minimized my wardrobe and drastically changed my consumer habits; and I learned how to say no to the demands on my time.


I also cut back my work schedule. It was a step-by-step process, but by working less I found that I was not only more productive, I also had the time to be more creative and to think about what I wanted to do with my life. Over the next several years I saw that it was time to let go of the real estate business completely. It seemed the height of insanity to spend the majority of my time doing something I didn’t truly enjoy.


Then, when people started asking me how I had simplified my life, I took the leap and wrote a book about it. That book, Simplify Your Life, became a bestseller. With all the media interviews, the promotional tours, and another book in progress, my work life suddenly had the potential to get complicated all over again. But I was committed to keeping life simple, which I’ve done. As my writing career developed, I gradually went from my frenetic sixty-hour week to working roughly half that time.


Since then I’ve come to a new understanding about my life, my work, and my reasons for working. I believed for years that I was working for the money. But I found, as many people have, that money simply isn’t reason enough to keep up the grind. I found, as many people are finding, that I’m most productive, most committed, most happy, and most financially rewarded when I love the work I do.


So, contrary to what some may believe, simplifying is not about retreating to a cabin in the woods and leading a dull, inactive existence. Rather, cutting back your hectic work pace gives you the opportunity to make sure that you’re doing work you love. If you’re not, you can change what you do. Simplifying will also help you create the balance you’re seeking in your work life, your family life, and your personal life. Out of that balance you’ll have more clarity and enthusiasm to meet your goals. You’ll learn how to achieve the success you want without stress and overwork. And simplifying will give you the time to develop a rich and rewarding inner life. Having that inner connection will make it so much easier to move beyond society’s demands and expectations about work.


You might have any number of reasons to simplify your work life and any number of goals in mind for doing so.


You may be looking for ways to cut back on the amount of time you work so you’ll have time to spend with your family and to do your own puttering around the house. I’ll share many ways to free up more time in Parts 1 and 2.


You may love your work but feel that the demands on your time keep you from getting as much done each day as you knowyou could. In Part 3 I’ll show you how to be more productive so you can can cut back on the number of hours you work each week.


You may find that one of the reasons you work so much is that you just can’t say no and that inability to set appropriate boundaries keeps you chained to your job. I’ll show you some things I’ve learned about setting boundaries and working effectively with others in Part 4.


You may be intrigued by the idea of simplifying your work life but believe that it’s just not possible financially for you to change the way you work. In Part 5 I’ll show you how to address the financial issues that may be keeping you locked into a work situation you’re not happy with and how to build a new level of financial freedom and security for you and your family.


You may want to restructure your current work by telecommuting, job sharing, arranging a more flexible schedule, or even starting your own business. The opportunities for new ways to work are practically unlimited today. I’ll discuss many of these options in Part 6.


You may be tied to outdated ways of thinking about your work and the hours you must spend earning a living, but you should know that there’s a whole new world out there now. Just changing the way you think about work will give you anew lease on your work life. You’ll find some ways to do that in Part 7.


Though many of the ideas in this book describe office situations, they’re relevant for all walks of life. No matter what kind of work you do, you’ll find numerous ways to cut back, work more effectively, set appropriate boundaries, become more efficient with your money, and begin to take advantage of the changes that are happening in the workplace.


I invite you to join me in moving with purpose and intention to a simpler work life. This might appear to be a gigantic leap from where you’re standing, but once you start the process you’ll be able to look back and see that it was really quite a small step. That step is to decide, right now, that you’ll do what it takes to keep your work in balance with the rest of your life.


I’ve been where you are now. I know how challenging it can be to change the way you work. But if I did it—and, as we’ll see, thousands of others are doing it—you can, too. Come along with me. Let me show you how you can change the way you work so you have more time to live.




ONE
Cutting Back on the Amount of Time You Work




1. Join the Revolution


If you’re thinking of cutting back on the amount of time you work, you’re not alone. Thousands of American workers are cutting back. After nearly a quarter century of exhausting work schedules, we’re coming to our senses and starting to make some changes. A recent Yankelovich poll shows that we’re changing how much we work: One in five of us says we’ve taken a cut in pay to work less. We’re changing how we work: Nearly half say we’ve changed jobs to have more family time. We’re changing the way we think about work: Eight out of ten people say we admire someone who puts family before work.


Look around. You probably know people who’ve cut back their work schedules, who’ve moved to worker-friendly offices, who’ve created a more flexible schedule, or who have in one way or another made significant changes in the way they work. Certainly you’ve read about them. Practically every magazine or newspaper you pick up these days has a story about how peopleare looking for more balance in their lives and have made the decision to work less. And their numbers are growing every day. The Families and Work Institute reports that in a survey conducted in 1992, 47 percent of the respondents said they wanted to work less; in 1997, 63 percent said they wanted to work less. According to the Trends Research Institute, simplifying will continue to be one of the leading trends of the new millennium.


In addition to the millions of baby boomers who’re cutting back, there are millions of GenXers coming into the workplace who’ve seen their parents burn out working long hours for companies that didn’t value their efforts or treated them as a disposable resource. Many of these new workers want to create a more balanced work life than their parents had. I believe there’ll soon come a time when our work schedules of the last two decades are seen as a period of temporary cultural insanity.


I invite you to join me and thousands of others in cutting back on the amount of time you work. In this part I’ll describe a variety of ways that helped make it possible for me to cut my work schedule from sixty hours a week to roughly thirty. Obviously this didn’t happen overnight, and many of the steps I talk about throughout the book helped as well. But freeing up some of the big chunks of time, as I discuss here, is a good place to start.




2. Cut Back to Forty Hours a Week


Whether you love your work, just barely tolerate it, or actively dislike it, the chances are good that you’ve come to the point where you’re ready to work fewer hours, too. So how do you begin?


Start with the realization that it’s possible to be happy, productive, fulfilled, and successful working forty hours or less per week. In fact, more and more of us are discovering that the only way to be truly happy, productive, fulfilled, and successful is to cut back on the number of hours we work each week.


Then look at your schedule and make whatever changes are necessary so you can work less. These might include starting your workday later in the morning, leaving the office earlier in the afternoon, limiting or forgoing extended business lunches, not committing to any more grueling projects, or taking any one or more of the steps I outline in Parts 2 and 3 to seize time and be more productive. Become a leader rather than a follower inthis regard. Take a quiet stand that says, “I’m good at what I do. I put in my full forty hours, and that’s my limit.”


As a trial, commit to cutting back to a forty-hour week for the next three to six months. Trust that you’re competent enough and capable enough to figure out how to do the things that really need to get done, and don’t worry about the rest. Trust that you will gain impetus and fresh insights from the joy of this new beginning.


You may believe it would be impossible to support your lifestyle if you worked less, and at your current rate of consumerism, you might be right. But many people are finding that it’s possible to live well on less than they once thought. The solution is so basic: We don’t have to work more, we have to spend less (#62).


You might also find, as many people, myself included, have found, that by working less we are free to go beyond the economic limitations set by corporate salary standards. When I simplified my life and cut my work schedule back to forty hours a week, I doubled my income; when I cut my work week to thirty hours, I quintupled it. This seldom happens overnight, but the truth is most people could live well on far less than they’re spending if, as we’ll see in Part 5, they just took the time to figure out how to do it.


No one is holding a gun to your head, forcing you towork extra hours. However, someone may appear to be making your next raise or promotion contingent on your working overtime. If you feel you’re in that position, learn to set some appropriate boundaries (#43). Then waste not a moment finding a worker-friendly company (#68) that values not only your contributions but also your responsibility to yourself and your family.


Working long hours may once have served you, but there’s a point of diminishing returns (#54). Few of us can do it forever, and when we do it long term we pay a high price—deterioration of our health, disintegration of our relationships, dissatisfaction with our work, a decrease in what we actually accomplish, and loss of our sense of self.


Decide now that you’ll create a work schedule that makes it possible for you to work less and in the process to create a more balanced life. It’s your choice. You can pull the plug on forty-hour-plus workweeks any time you choose.




3. Cut Back to Thirty Hours a Week


American workers could take a lesson from the European workplace. In most European countries the thirty-two-hour workweek is mandated by law. In France, it’s illegal for any employee, from hourly laborers to salaried managers, to work more than thirty-two hours a week. Just think of it: a culture where not even the boss works more than thirty-two hours. And there are currently movements afoot to cut the European workweek even further.


It’s easy to assume, because we work more than Europeans do, that the global economic future belongs solely to the United States. But that’s not the case. Europe enjoys a possibly unsurpassable global lead in certain important areas of the technological revolution.


For example, European cell phone technology is far more sophisticated and user friendly than ours. Not only have cell phone users in Europe long been able to use their cell phones to check e-mail and to get news bulletins, they can easily placecalls to almost anywhere in the world. Because the United States still uses a mishmash of incompatible standards, most U.S. cell phones, depending on the user’s carrier and phone, can’t be used to place calls across the country and sometimes not even within the state.


Then there’s Airbus. In recent years this European consortium captured 55 percent of global-passenger jetliner sales. Competitive pricing, outstanding salesmanship, better safety standards, lower costs, and, again, advanced technology made this coup possible. European innovation and competitiveness also contributed to the development of the smart card, which makes e-commerce easier and more secure, and put Europeans out in front of Americans with this technology, which is vastly superior to ours.


But even if Europe lagged behind the United States in all areas of commerce, so what? Europeans have lives beyond the workplace! And as anyone who’s traveled to Western Europe has seen, most Europeans know how to live well and celebrate life, something many Americans have never learned how to do. What is the benefit of so-called global superiority if we’re too tired to enjoy it? What is the need for more so-called advancement when we’re already so “advanced” we can’t see clearly enough to do anything but work harder?


Not only is indiscriminate “progress” wreaking havoc with our lives and our children’s lives, but it’s also wreaking havoc with our planet. Most debilitating of all, so-called progress is keeping us from maintaining a true connection with each other and with our own souls. It’s time for us as a culture to think about progressing less and living more. Let’s go back to basics and remember that all we really have to do is put a roof over our heads and meals on the table. Beyond that our time can be better spent enjoying our lives, being with the people we love, creating things we love that don’t harm the earth, and contributing something meaningful to the world.


You may not be ready to cut back to a thirty-hour workweek just yet, but I urge you to keep an open mind. Through the process of simplifying you’re going to be freeing up lots of time. And once you begin to have the time to enjoy life, and to think and to simply be, you’ll see that many things are possible that you may not have been able to consider until now.


Don’t rule out the very real possibility of the thirty-two-hour workweek becoming standard in our culture. Anywhere from two-thirds to three-quarters of respondents in numerous recent surveys have said they would gladly take a 20 percent cut in pay for a 20 percent cut in hours. Not many people would have thought thirty years ago that millions of people would institutedaily exercise regimens, but we have. Not many people would have thought ten years ago that millions of people would become conscious recyclers, but we have. Not many people would have thought even five years ago that millions of people would be simplifying their lives, but we have. A thirty-two-hour workweek? Yes. It just makes so much sense.




4. Be Sure You Can See the Light at the End of the Tunnel


Even after you’ve decided to cut back on the amount of time you work and to create more balance in your life, there may well be times when you want or need to work long hours. You may have to complete an important project, meet a pressing deadline, or establish yourself in a demanding business venture. You may decide to go back to school or to get trained in another field. Or you may need to keep working long hours to hold on to the position you have until you find a job more conducive to a balanced lifestyle.


There are several things you can do to help keep your life from getting out of control during this time.


First, make sure that your decision to step up your work pace is a conscious one. Define your goal for working longer during this period of time. Have a good idea of what that period of time will be. Make sure you understand what other areas of your life will be affected.


Second, rather than going crazy with work, be sure to adopt a pace that honors the rest of your life—your health, your family, your friendships, and your spiritual life. For example, you may not have time each day for your usual hour-long exercise routine, but could you take a brisk fifteen-minute walk? Could you hire someone to take care of the cooking, grocery shopping, laundry, and so forth?


Third, take care of yourself. Make sure you’re getting the sleep you need. Take the time to eat properly and have at least one sit-down meal with your family each day. If you have kids, you might want to make the commitment that you’ll be there five nights a week to tuck them in, even if it means you go back to work afterward.


Fourth, decide what other commitments—social, community, or extended family—you can let go of. For example, one reader I heard from quit a high-paced life as a journalist in New York and signed a contract to write a book. Shortly thereafter she learned she was pregnant. For the first couple of years she narrowed her daily schedule down so she had only two things to worry about: the baby and the book. She arranged for everything else to be either taken care of by her husband or put on the back burner until she completed her book.


Fifth, let your family and others know well in advance aboutthe decision you’ve made and the amount of time it entails. Help them think through how they can adjust to your new work schedule.


Sixth, when you reach the light at the end of the tunnel, make the conscious decision to stop. What usually happens when we increase the pace of our work schedule is that before we know it, overwork has become a way of life. When you get to the point where you can cut back, take the time to celebrate with your family and friends. Give yourself credit for making this extra push. Then, after taking a break or time off as a reward, make the conscious decision to resume the normal rhythm of your life. Sit down and figure out what your more relaxed schedule will be and write it into your day planner for the next several months until your new pattern is firmly established.




5. Leave Your Briefcase at the Office


If you regularly work at home after hours, seriously consider what value—if any—that work adds to your life. Also ask yourself what it takes away from your life. If you’re unable to complete the work you feel you must do during your regular business day, something’s out of whack. Perhaps you’ve let the deluge of mail, phone calls, and other less critical tasks interfere with the work you really should be doing during the day. If that’s the case, cut back, rearrange your workload, stop the two-hour business lunches, hire an assistant, delegate more to the staff you already have, or take any one or more of the steps I outline in Part 3.


If you take the time to carefully analyze your after-hours work pattern, you’ll see that taking work home is little more than habit. Maybe it was once necessary, but now that you’ve established the practice, it’s hard to stop. Is all the time you spend working at home advancing your career? Is it helping your company? Are you being adequately compensated for it? Are youactually getting that much done? What are you trying to prove? To whom? Are they convinced yet? Will they ever be? Is it adding to your knowledge or wisdom? What secondary benefits are you expecting from this work? What or whom are you avoiding by working at home after hours?


Chances are in a year or two the work you’re now doing at home won’t matter. Looking back, will you wish you’d spent that time with your kids, with your spouse, exercising to maintain your health, making a contribution to your community or the environment, developing other skills that enhance your feelings of accomplishment, or doing other things you really love to do?


Even if you enjoy your work, overworking throws your life out of kilter. Doing nothing but work drains your energy and closes you off to your inner self. Overworking robs you of the time you need for reflection and for personal, intellectual, and spiritual growth. It keeps you from being open to the inspiration and guidance of your soul. And it keeps you from making the meaningful contribution that comes from a balanced, soul-centered perspective.


If you’re ready to cut back the briefcase habit but feel you can’t stop completely just yet, start by leaving your briefcase at the office even one or two nights a week. Plan activities that will make it impossible for you to work at home after hours.




6. Stop Working Weekends


If you’re going into the office on the weekend, or if you regularly take work home for the weekend, most likely you’re not working as effectively during the week as you could be.


Think about what working over the weekend adds to your life. Even if you love your work and are making a momentous contribution to the world, every life requires proportion. Overwork produces stress, and stress produces illness. The National Institutes of Health recently released a study showing that 70 percent of all disease is stress related, and the World Health Organization warns of an increasing incidence of stress-related depression. Fortunately, these are health conditions we can easily do something about.


Start right now. Sit down with your day planner or PDA (personal digital assistant) and block off every single weekend for the next six months. Reserve that time for yourself, for your family, for non–work-related projects, or for simply catching upwith the rest of your life. In six months or less you can break the habit of working weekends and, in the process, create a new life for yourself and your family.


Let your boss and coworkers know that as soon as the project you’re now engaged in is completed, you won’t be taking on any more work that requires you to spend weekends on the job. If you’re truly making a difference, and especially if other people are counting on you, the best thing you can do to enhance your value is to take care of yourself.


If your work environment is not conducive to cutting back, this may mean sooner or later you’ll be looking for or creating a new job—one that leaves you free on weekends. As we’ve seen, millions of people are already doing that. And as we’ll see in Part 6, more and more companies have come to realize how important it is for their employees to have lives outside the workplace. The nose-to-the-grindstone approach simply doesn’t work anymore. In truth, it never did, but we seldom stopped long enough to realize that. It’s the creative thought that emerges from balanced lives and from the joy of our leisure time that makes the difference in our ultimate level of creativity and productivity.




7. Eliminate Your Commute


Millions of Americans spend two hours or more each day commuting to and from their place of work. If you’re spending this kind of time commuting, you’re devoting the equivalent of one month each year just getting to the office. Over a lifetime you’re spending roughly three solid years on the road.


For most commuters, time on the road is not only lost time, it’s also stress time. Think of the damage you’re doing to your spirit—from the noise, traffic, exhaust fumes, inevitable delays, and frayed nerves of fellow commuters. We get used to commuting, and it becomes a way of life. We never stop to think about the absurdity of it.


If you spend an inordinate amount of time getting to and from work, I strongly encourage you to consider alternatives. If you can afford to, make a move that puts you closer to your office, or change jobs so you can work closer to home. Carpool or rearrange your schedule so you can drive to work during off-peak traffic times. Think about the energy you’re forfeiting every time you climb on a train or get behind the wheel of the car for a long commute to work. With telecommuting, flex schedules, compressed workweeks, and job sharing, which I discuss in Part 6, you can eliminate or minimize your daily commute. As one reader from upstate New York wrote, “I decided five years ago to take a pay cut and work at home. We live in a modest home and I drive a ten-year-old car. But I don’t have to spend an hour and a half commuting into the city, and I get to spend evenings with my kids.”


If you must commute for the time being, set a goal to stop commuting within a year or less, so you know the end is in sight. In the meantime, use your commute time to nurture your spirit. If you take the train or bus consciously daydream rather than work (#37). If you drive listen to inspirational or empowering tapes, or sing or hum to beautiful uplifting music. Or learn to enjoy the silence. Remember that when there is silence, there is room for thought.


Whatever you do, don’t spend your commute time working—that’s the same thing as taking work home from the office. It robs you of time in which to simply be.




8. Take Your Vacation


Time magazine recently ran the following report:




If you’re a working man, don’t pass up your family vacation. Time off is rejuvenating, according to research presented to the American Psychosomatic Society. A study of 12,338 men ages 35 to 57 found that, with other factors controlled, men who took annual vacations were 21% less likely to die during the 16 year study period than non-vacationers—and 32% less likely to die of coronary heart disease. The findings add to evidence showing that cutting stress is good for you.





What is fascinating about this blurb is that Time considered it newsworthy. Don’t we already know that time off is rejuvenating? Don’t we already know that reducing stress is good for us? Do we have to be cajoled into taking our vacations because there’s a high incidence of coronary heart disease in those whodon’t do so? But if the truth were known, many American workers are not taking vacations. The United States is the most vacation-starved country in the industrialized world.


Once again, Europe takes the lead. In total hours, we work two months longer each year than Europeans do. European workers, after only one year on the job, get five full weeks of paid vacation, and this increases to a full six weeks after the second year. And every worker takes it. It’s time for us to wise up. Not only should we be taking our vacations, we should be lobbying our employers and our elected representatives for at least a full month or more of vacation time each year.
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