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Praise for The Crazy Busy Cure



‘Don’t mistake being busy for being productive! Zena Everett helps you understand what to do, and what to stop doing, and what parts of your schedule are just distractions. Create time to read this important book and start spending your time where it counts.’


– Marshall Goldsmith, New York Times #1 bestselling author, two-time winner of the Thinkers 50 Award for #1 Leadership Thinker in the World, and #1 Executive Coach in the World


‘Chances are you’re already wasting hours being busy without being productive. Take one or two of those hours to read this book. Follow its advice, and you’ll get weeks of productive focus in return.’


– Peter Bregman, bestselling author of 18 Minutes and Leading with Emotional Courage


‘Diving into our deep work is what makes life worthwhile in the end, but we all get distracted by curveballs, beeping phones, endless emails and sometimes our own procrastinating minds. I loved the Crazy Busy Cure’s ideas for getting out of our own way, saying NO to the myriad distractions and getting on with work that really makes a difference. That to me is very powerful indeed.’


– Caroline Goyder, author of Gravitas and Find Your Voice


‘Zena is one of the most effective people I have ever worked with. She has a rare combination of knowledge, insight and pragmatism which makes her perfectly placed to write about productivity. If you want to get your professional life back under control, read this book.’


– Dr Clare Gilbert Laurent, founding co-director of Shrink Technologies, and consultant and faculty member at School of Life


‘From my vantage point as a Non-Executive Director, I see executives derail because they get stuck in a blind tunnel of crazy busy working, leaving no time for strategic thinking or spotting opportunities. This book has no-nonsense ideas for protecting two of our most valuable resources: time and attention.’


– Paul Viner, Chief Financial Officer of Xstrahl and former Finance Director at Tottenham Hotspur PLC


‘Smart management of time and energy is a requirement for all leaders building high performing organisations. Zena defines some actionable and really impactful steps to help us regain control of our time, our attention and focus. The Crazy Busy Cure is a must-read for all leaders.’


– Katie Danby, Chief Operating Officer for Wealth and Personal Banking at HSBC UK


‘The Crazy Busy Cure is full of practical tips for responsible employers on allowing people to get on with their best work and feel great about themselves. Zena’s Lawn Mower management concept reminds us that clearing the path to productivity should be the first priority of every successful manager.’


– Margaret Gooch, Human Resources Director at Brakes UK


‘Business has been too busy for too long. People are amazing, but if we are bullied into working for much more than 30 hours a week, our productivity declines rapidly. In the UK, we have the longest working hours in Europe and yet the second-lowest productivity rate. Crazy business is not only irrational, it is immoral. Research is very clear that most people at work suffer damaging levels of stress, anxiety and (passive) aggression. This is why Zena Everett’s The Crazy Busy Cure is so welcome given the opportunities we now have to build a better working world.’


– Roger Steare, The Corporate Philosopher


‘Zena Everett’s ideas are practical, purposeful, provocative and perfect if you want to be more productive, successful, happy and less busy.’


– Brendan Barns, founder of London Business Forum


‘Lawyers battle with the need to track their hours whilst creating more time for what’s truly important. This book enables us to work and live more efficiently, reconsidering our relationship with time.’


– Elaine O’Driscoll, Managing Partner of P.J. O’Driscoll & Sons LLP


‘This book is a must-read to help busy professionals create uninterrupted blocks of time, feel in control of their day and work at their best.’


– Emma Crowley, Head of Legal Professional Training at McCann FitzGerald


‘As a head-hunter I assess executives on their ability to think strategically and then execute. 24/7 demands on our time means the ability to manage our focus and attention is vital. This book should be on every leader’s shelf.’


– David Goldstone, CEO of David Goldstone Associates


‘Leading at scale and enabling your teams to be at their best to deliver value for customers means being at your best, focused on the critical priorities. The Crazy Busy Cure is “crazy good medicine” full of practical tips to cut through the constant clutter of distractions so you can think and innovate. That’s where new possibilities are created!’


– Rod Wooten, Global Marketing Head of Pharma at Novartis


‘Organizations following Zena’s steps will see a measurable step-change in those key areas that boost productivity including motivation, happiness, innovation and ultimately delivery of business outcomes.’


– Vikki Osborne, Global Culture, Change Management and Future Capabilities Lead at Brambles
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How to use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen









Through discipline comes freedom


Aristotle









How certifiably Crazy Busy are you?




How many of these apply to you?




	□ You have so much to do that you can’t get anything done.



	□ You over-commit and find it hard to say no.



	□ You are always ‘on’, connected, but deep down you feel disconnected from the people that matter to you.



	□ Your colleagues, friends and family often say how busy you seem.



	□ You can barely find time to think, never mind think strategically.



	□ You feel that you fit your own needs and priorities around the sides of everyone else’s.



	□ You spend the least amount of time on the one priority that would have the greatest potential impact. This really bugs you, but you can’t sort it out.



	□ You also have an idea of something which feels like a real game-changer, but you haven’t got time to figure it out.



	□ Your calendar is full of meetings. You don’t have time to switch from one to the other or prepare properly.



	□ Email is the bane of your life. Your inbox has become your to-do list.



	□ You’ve more or less given up on getting anything meaningful done during ‘normal’ working hours because you are interrupted so often.



	□ If you manage others, chances are your team is under-resourced. They sometimes miss deadlines and say they have too much to do. Other managers are starting to complain that your team cause bottlenecks.



	□ You feel guilty when you delegate to busy people. Team tasks aren’t evenly distributed: your best people get the most to do and your underperformers get away with it.



	□ You rarely eat lunch at lunchtime and usually graze in front of a screen.



	□ You like to fix things for other people and make their life better. It’s important to you that people like you.



	□ On the rare occasions you get some free time, you fill it up. You can’t remember ever thinking ‘what shall I do today?’



	□ You take criticism personally and have been told you are over-sensitive. You hate making mistakes.



	□ Sometimes you struggle to get on with your work because you just aren’t in the mood.



	□ You get anxious if you don’t respond to emails or texts immediately.



	□ You are rarely in the mood to concentrate on ‘deep’ work so put off those jobs until you are in the mood or are up against a deadline.



	□ Life feels overwhelming and you have a sense that it’s passing you by. It’s certainly not as much fun as it used to be.



	□ LinkedIn depresses you. Other people have achieved so much more.



	□ Work feels like the gym – you peddle furiously but never move forwards. (And you never get to the gym.)



	□ You didn’t read this list properly. You just skimmed through it, like you read everything.











Results: Just how certifiably Crazy Busy are you?


I’m not going to score this like one of those magazine quizzes I adored when I was a teenager. You know the type:




	Over twenty ticks: Cardiac arrest waiting to happen. Your crazy busyness has got so bad that you are about to combust.



	Over ten ticks: Tail-chaser. Your career is going nowhere because you are so inefficient.



	Under ten ticks: Chancer. What do you actually do all day? You are lucky you’ve held onto your salary this far without being rumbled as a total malingerer.






And so on. I’m keeping this light-hearted, but the addiction to busyness, this busy sickness, isn’t funny at all.


If you’ve ticked the very first question, that’s enough. If you feel that you have so much to do that it is hard to get anything done, then, like too many of us in twenty-first century organizational life, you are Crazy Busy.


How Crazy Busy you feel is your business. My business is to get you off this competitively busy, lonely busy, crazy busy bandwagon. You’ll be more successful and happier too.


The first step in curing you is that you decide that the way you work isn’t working for you anymore. It’s probably not working for your organization either. What are the consequences for your life and career if you keep spinning around like this?


If you can achieve your real work more efficiently, you will get your job done in reasonable hours. It’s that simple. You can clock off, have a life, spend time with people you value, do something you enjoy, re-energize, breathe, maybe even have time to put some of your hard-earned cash back into the economy. You will be more productive and fulfilled and so will the people you work with.


Most important of all, you will control what you choose to do all day: my definition of success.












Who do you want to be?










	CRAZY BUSY PERSON

	HAPPY PRODUCTIVE PERSON










	Hard worker

	High performer






	Lost in busyness

	Does the business






	Mired in the weeds

	Operates strategically






	Fires off late night emails

	Sleeps on a problem and emails thoughtfully






	Always rushing with no time to talk

	Projects a calm aura, makes space to listen






	Allows problems to escalate

	Nips problems in the bud






	Likes to please other people

	Likes to please their Manager






	Procrastinates

	Does first things first






	Dislikes difficult conversations

	Encourages feedback






	Long, out-of-date to-do list

	Daily list of priorities, maximum three






	Can’t say no, always runs out of time

	Prioritizes own goals and aligns these with organizational agenda






	Popular colleague but has a reputation for slowing down projects because of their busyness

	Always asked to join projects, often to lead the team






	Calendar is full of back-to-back meetings, no time to prepare

	Chooses meetings judiciously and prepares properly for them






	Checks up on workers on shared projects

	Checks in on progress of the workflow






	Misses deadlines

	Makes daily incremental progress






	Feels overwhelmed

	Feels in control






	‘Where’s the week gone?’

	‘What do you need from me?’



















Introduction


Crazy Busyness destroys productivity and happiness




What gets in your way of getting things done?


I am an executive coach. I realized early on that, regardless of their talent or ambition, one of the greatest success factors for my clients was how they focused their time and attention.


The way most of us spend our time at work isn’t really working for us at all. We crash from one stultifying meeting to another, juggling multiple projects, receiving incessant emails, over-promising and under-delivering because there aren’t enough hours in the day to get everything done. We are fixated on creating and hitting deadlines, one-upping each other on who is busier.


We run on autopilot, responding to last-minute demands, rarely pausing to question what to do next. We’re lost in a rabbit hole of time and effort on tasks that, in the great scheme of things, don’t make much difference. They feel like work, but they aren’t really productive.


To add to the overwhelm, we are rarely offline. Our phones are practically taped to our hands. We can’t bear to feel that we are missing out.


Test it for yourself. When you make a drink, can you just stand quietly with your own thoughts, or do you check your alerts? If you are in the car alone, waiting at the lights or stuck in a jam, do you have to fight every fibre in your being not to check your messages?


And when do you find time to think? That’s what you are paid for after all – your thoughts, ideas, knowledge, experience, mental energy.


Our attention is so fragmented, it’s hard to tune out the noise and focus.


In the last ten minutes, what did you pay attention to? Did you look up from this book. What’s distracted you? What tried to get your attention? Where did your mind wander off to?


Even choices that should be pleasurable, like food, have become a minefield of cognitive overload. Brian Wansink and his team at Cornell University explored ‘mindless autopilot’ about what we eat and estimated we make over 226 daily decisions on food alone. These might seem mindless, but they still take up brainpower and add to the stress-inducing pace of our lives.


Just take the palaver of buying your morning coffee.




Yes, just ordinary milk please. Yes, just a medium size. No, I don’t want anything with it. Yes, to take away. Z E N A, no just one E, not an X, a Z, oh no don’t worry, X is fine. Thank you. Yes. I’ll have a good day, you too, is this mine? Oh sorry, no, that’s his, this is mine. Great. Thank you.





Is this evolutionary progress? Life has speeded up but these encounters certainly don’t spark joy; they feel slightly tense to me. I’m sure it’s not pleasant for the server on the other side of the counter either, no matter how many badges and big smiles they are wearing.


Yet most of us adapt and survive our daily grind. Some of us thrive on it. As our level of responsibility increases, so do the number of choices we need to make and the plates we have to juggle. Who helps us to navigate this?


Being more productive doesn’t mean working longer hours. It means choosing tasks with the greatest impact and then eliminating interruptions so that you can get on with them.


No one explains how to do this. We have to work out for ourselves how to ruthlessly prioritize, focus our attention only on work that matters, manage time into clusters of similar activities, stop trying to please everyone and, hardest of all, to say no.


Some of our busyness is at an organizational level too: I call this cultural busyness.


You know that tedious report you write every week that you suspect no one actually reads? Or the complex processes that duplicate effort just because ‘we’ve always done it this way’? That’s what I’m talking about, the mad stuff.


We battle with the 24/7 demands that digitization has created. The economist John Maynard Keynes made a joyous prediction back in 1930 that, by now, the working week would be drastically cut, to about 20 hours a week. Workers would enjoy more leisure time and spend their material gains. Really?


Quite the opposite has happened.


We have loaded fake, busy work on top of real work.


Digitization has revolutionized how we work but created a whole layer of fake work on top of the real work. Most of us are knowledge workers. Compared to production line workers with a physical output, we produce non-tangible outcomes, like a spreadsheet or slide deck. Production lines are far more efficient than most head offices. We don’t seem to appreciate the value of our talented human resources. Imagine if you were putting the wheels on a racing car, and then were told, stop that, just pop round the back and fix the exhaust, and then stop the line and have a meeting about it for a couple of hours?


That’s how we work in most offices – constantly switching from one channel or screen or task to another and never counting the cost.


Consequently, we work longer hours than ever before to catch up on what we haven’t done. Productivity rates are declining, so clearly that strategy doesn’t work. We’ve all sorts of explanations/excuses but inefficiency is right up there.


With duplicated processes, clunky communication between teams, systems that aren’t fit for purpose and inadequate training, it certainly feels like it takes longer to get some tasks done now than it did five or even ten years ago.


We are all increasingly sick, tired, lonely and frustrated.


Crazy Busyness makes us stressed, tired, wired. The last thing most of us do at night, and the first thing we do in the morning, is check our phone.


This is connected busyness. It’s not real social connection. Deep down we know it. Powerful algorithms lure us back to social platforms, distracting us from our own priorities and interrupting our daily structure. The damage caused by social media to our mental health, global political stability and efficiency is widely accepted. We are too wired to wake up to it. When did you last use your phone to have a deep conversation with someone?


Work can be isolating if you and all around you don’t have time to listen to each other and build real connections. This is particularly hard if you are working remotely, but it’s not guaranteed if you are in an office. Does your boss really understand who you are and what you want out of life? Do you know it yourself?


Good social relationships are the best indicator of how happy we will be. Whether you are working in isolation or in a busy team, our crazy busy schedules make it harder for us to build real connections in and out of work.


Networks play a critical part of career success, but the consequences of not having strong connections are much more frightening than mere career stasis.


Social-connectedness expert Julianne Holt-Lunstad conducted a trail-blazing meta-analysis of more than 3.4 million participants. It showed that social isolation and loneliness are linked with about a 30 per cent higher risk of early death. Her research on the links between social connectivity and mortality showed that people with strong social bonds are 50 per cent less likely to die over a given period of time than those who have fewer social connections.


Loneliness carries the same health risk as smoking 15 cigarettes a day.


We have to stop rushing because we are getting nowhere fast. We need to slow down, listen, build connections, prioritize and choose our activities more thoughtfully.







I’m a reformed Crazy Busy person


About 20 years ago I was approached by a TV production company making a programme about the seven deadly sins. They filmed a day in my life as the uptight antithesis of the sin of sloth: a headless chicken. The crew chased after me as I rushed around London, totally out of synch with myself and the rest of the world in the mindless pursuit of my goals.


I could never bring myself to watch the programme – too toe-curlingly embarrassing for words. I’ve no idea what the sloth chap did. I assume he spent most of his waking hours on the sofa but who knows what he was thinking about or what he went on to achieve after he pressed pause for a bit.


Now I’m a leadership coach. I help my clients to bridge the gap between where they are now and where they want to get to. This book is what I’ve learnt from curbing my own Crazy Busy triggers and thousands of hours coaching other people. If I can do it, you can too.


Goals are meaningless if you can’t find time to start them.


Time and time again ambitious, talented clients would tell me that, despite their best intentions, they struggled to get impactful work done. They were frustrated about it. They’d come to work, usually clear on what they needed to get done that day, but would end up spending hours on routine admin, dealing with interruptions, distractions and curveballs (you know, ‘can you just…’). Their working days extended as they sneaked in early in the morning to find some quiet time or stayed later every day to start work on whatever it was they had hoped to get done first thing. We are kidding ourselves if we think that the working day ended when they shut down their computer; those contracted hours are irrelevant. They were checking emails at night and first thing in the morning, sometimes in between. They often fired off late night emails, adding to the vicious circle. They were continually ‘on’ and making others continually on too.


I’d ask them to list the projects or initiatives that would have the most significant impact on their organization and career. Then we’d work out how much time they actually spent on them. Invariably they’d say that they spent the least amount of time on their main priorities and sometimes no time at all on the ones with the greatest potential.


Their reasons varied. They couldn’t create a chunk of time to start the task, they didn’t know how to start it and hadn’t set aside time to figure out what that first step should be, or they delayed starting because they were afraid of a less than perfect outcome.


Procrastination is usually a big indicator of perfectionism and most high achievers have perfectionist tendencies. Most suffer from student syndrome too: leaving things right up to a deadline. If there is only an arbitrary deadline then it’s easy to be distracted and delay starting. In all cases, they had little spare capacity. Their diaries were always clogged with meetings and they were constantly interrupted by their bosses and team so had no time to think. They were Crazy Busy.


Even worse were the competitively Crazy Busy ones. These boasted about being in back-to-back meetings like it’s a badge of honour: ‘I’m always rushing, therefore I am really important and indispensable.’ They over-promised and under-delivered because they couldn’t keep up with what they intended to do. They infuriated their colleagues.







What’s the impact of your Crazy Busyness on others?


Crazy Busy people get promoted quickly because they are so good at executing the work. They are well-intended but poor managers. They aren’t role models for how to work or what to aspire to. They don’t have time to manage: to spot problems early on, to course-correct, to build trust, to listen to their team, to have career conversations. All they seem to do is to follow an HR guideline to have perfunctory weekly or fortnightly 1:1s with their teams.


I’m sure this all sounds familiar to you. Let’s assume that everyone comes to work to do a good, honest job and then goes home to have a fulfilled life. We don’t start our careers wanting to over-extend like this.


This book will unpick how our own driven personalities collude with digitization and badly managed organizational cultures to create this cocktail of unproductive, unhealthy Crazy Busyness.







What’s happened to life outside work?


How many of us do much outside work apart from some sort of exercise, watching our multiple screens and scraping together a just-about-good-enough social and family life? It’s a golden age of film and TV and there are so many demands for our attention. We are rarely bored, but our digital distractions deplete our energy levels.


I ask my audiences what they do in the evenings. Too many people tell me that they are so tired they can’t be bothered to go out, to work out, or to cook a proper meal from scratch. They just flop in front of a screen, like they do all day at work, and graze. Or they have an equally Crazy Busy schedule outside work because they can’t bear unstructured time. Their children’s calendars are full too. Some of my friends are so booked up we have to use a doodle poll to fix a dinner date.


The really sad part is when I ask them what they would do if they had an extra hour in the day completely to themselves. They often don’t know. They’ve lost touch with what makes them happy.


Why is it so difficult to snatch some precious time for ourselves? Clients often tell me they’d give anything for just one extra hour’s sleep, but go to bed later than they should because they want time to decompress. The last thing they look at is a screen, but they know they need to get away from their screens. The media companies compete for our attention and defeat our craving to switch off and sleep. Keynes would be horrified by the compromises we make.


How can we get off this Crazy Busy bandwagon? We would never waste any other resource in the way we waste our time. Ironically it’s a resource we can’t recreate – once that precious hour is gone, it’s gone for good.


This book is about regaining control of your time, attention and focus. If you are a leader, managing attention and focus is a huge and often unacknowledged challenge. I’ll help you to crack it.


We’ll also look at the impact of your crazy busy behaviours on your colleagues, especially meetings, emails, workflow management and giving feedback. Are you a sucker for all the instant messaging tools eagerly bought by your IT department keen to put this initiative on their LinkedIn profile, regardless of whether they improve communication or not? We’ll stop that.







We are wasting talent


I believe it is an organizational responsibility to address this burden of busyness. They will reap productivity, profitability, engagement, wellbeing and retention gains from reconfiguring what their teams do all day. That’s a far more effective intervention than all the costly initiatives they invest in now.


Great managers are rare. Organizations prioritize ‘leadership’ development over the nuts and bolts of management, delegation, feedback and resource planning skills. Expensive strategic thinking skills are pointless if leaders don’t have the time to think. Well-being interventions like mindfulness training backfire if a hundred more emails are screaming at you when you return to your desk.


We all lose at least 20 per cent of our week on distractions and interruptions.


In 2017, Michael Mankins and Eric Garton of Bain and Co published a seminal book called Time, Talent and Energy. They describe ‘organizational drag’ – how we can lose up to 20 per cent of our time on all these institutional factors I’ve described that slow things down. Managers can lose up to 25 per cent and, to be clear, this isn’t on properly managing their teams – it’s from being pulled in different directions by multiple hi-jackers. Why hire the best talent and then get in their way?


Leaders aren’t leading, giving us a vision and inspiring us to do great things. They are doing routine administration, meaningless tasks with very little, if any, significance.


If we can fix all this, that will help you to reclaim the equivalent of a day a week. What difference would that make to you?


Once you admit you are on this unproductive, energy sapping, sick-making, Crazy Busy headlock, it’s possible to jump out of it. The solutions lie mostly with you, making better choices about what you do next. We have to spend our days in a more productive and meaningful way, instead of responding to what’s screaming out in front of us, even if that’s your disorganized boss.


My aim is to give you pragmatic steps to stop losing that 20 per cent of your time. Let’s get you doing an honest day’s work, feeling you’ve made progress. Then you can go home, have a life, spend your money to share the benefits of it and come back to work the next day restored of energy, focus and creativity.


It’s the twenty-first century, that shouldn’t be too much to ask should it? A YouGov survey of British workers found that 37 per cent of employees thought their job made no meaningful contribution to the world at all. That’s heart-breaking.







Has COVID-19 rebooted our productivity?


The world is different since COVID-19. The crisis has forced us to change how we work and connect. Firms who track productivity say that we get more done virtually, because we aren’t constantly interrupted. A long-needed wake-up call.


For the foreseeable future, we will be working apart at least some of the time. Businesses are rethinking their physical office requirements. Collaboration and brain storming are best done together in the office and we’ll go home to focus on more detailed activities.


Good leaders upped the ante on their main touch points of virtual meetings and one-to-ones. They built trust with sensitive enquiries into people’s wellbeing and personal circumstances. They gave shorter, easier deadlines to maintain motivation and communication. They say: ‘I can’t see if you are having a bad day so I need you to tell me.’ Poor leaders just shifted their usual meeting schedule online, didn’t check in enough with their teams and assumed that people will ask for help.


Leaders should see the lockdown experience as an opportunity to work smarter and more intensively, moving the focus firmly on results, not presenteeism.


Sadly, far too many of my clients work even longer hours when they are at home, without the boundaries of a commute. It’s the ‘just one more thing…’ mentality. Some manage teams in different time zones and seem to me to have set up completely unsustainable working patterns.


I tell them that, whilst they are exceptionally clever and talented (they are), they are not super-human. Their body tells them that too. I’ve had more ill clients than ever: migraines, backache, stiff joints and digestive problems especially. I’m not a doctor but those seem like worrying indicators of stress to me.







How are you going to change?


Let’s get you off this crazy busy bandwagon and make you a happy, productive person instead.


If you are saying ‘yes’ to this, then you are going to have to start saying ‘no’ too. You can’t juggle all those plates. How will you prove your value, if you’ve always relied on being first online and last out to illustrate it? You might also have to curb your desire to control everything, please everyone and be perfect. That might have got you here, it won’t get you to the next stage of responsibility when you simply have too many priorities to juggle.


Let’s start by going back to basics and look at the root of your crazy busyness. We can’t turn the clock back, but once we understand where a problem starts, it makes the solution more obvious.
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