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INTRODUCTION



Welcome to the smarter you . . .


This is not for fans of bare-minimum Mondays or take-it-easy Tuesdays. It’s for those who strive for success. For ambitious people wanting to do it all. Those who understand that you have to make a deposit to be able to make a withdrawal. For those who have skin in the game. For the overlooked. The under-appreciated. The full-timers and the ‘not-quite-made-it-yet-ers’. The entrepreneurs. The enthusiasts. Those who are looking for a smarter way to do it.


As we begin, I’d like you to ask yourself three questions:


1.   Why is it that your level of self-worth is tied to your level of productivity?


2.   How often do you try to prove your value to others?


3.   Why do you seek the approval and validation of others, and how much time do you spend doing it?


Smarter is here to tell you that you have more time than you think and you are much smarter than you realise.


WHY THIS BOOK, WHY NOW, WHY ME?


Working hard is in my blood. I was raised to be competitive, to not take no for an answer and to understand the value of money. If I wanted cash to go to the sweet shop, I had to first clean the car. Dad and I picked samphire, and I sold it on the side of the road for £1 per bag during summer holidays in Norfolk. I babysat the children of my parents’ friends when I was fourteen – sometimes earning £2 for a whole evening (those £2 coins were elite). I worked at our local tennis centre, restringing rackets and answering the phones when I was fifteen. I started a terrible blog at school and had a radio show at university, which turned into a podcast. I worked, unpaid, throughout my time at Manchester University, gaining experience in a number of different jobs. I started a company as an undergrad selling social media packages to local businesses to pay back my student loan. At twenty, I co-founded a talent management and PR agency, which I had intended to grow once I graduated. My business partner, however, drained our bank account and disappeared eight days after I was finally done with studying. Happy Graduation!


Despite the setback, my parents agreed that I had a good business plan and that I was young enough to start again. If I failed, I’d only be twenty-five, and I’d have enough experience under my belt to make me very employable. We sat around the kitchen table thinking of company names, wrote a mission statement, and the following day, I went to the high street bank to set up a business account. That business is now a multi-million-pound PR agency, working with brands including Red Bull, Abercrombie, Spanx, Huel, Grind and more.


While I was well versed in the importance of hard work, no one had ever explained to me the negative impact it could have on my life, if not managed well. The concept of smart working was not introduced to me in tandem with hard work. Rather, it has been something I have had to learn over my career.


I spent my university years miserable, anxious to find something I liked about myself, desperate to identify my passion, battling my weight and low self-esteem and feeling the need to succeed. I felt entirely untethered, with no idea where I was going to go, or what I was going to do. While I had a fire inside me, I had nowhere to direct it so it just burned me up. Everyone else seemed to be living their best life and on the surface it looked like I was living mine. I developed a talent for maintaining one public face and one private face. I had destructive patterns relating to food and sugar. I felt constantly jet-lagged. I assumed that the harder things were for me, the more successful I would be. Following an unsuccessful suicide attempt in my second year at university, I made a promise to myself that if I was going to live for another seventy years, it had to be different, or I just wouldn’t survive.


I spent the next decade passionately committed to showing up for myself. To protect the fire I had lit, and to find a way for others to nurture their own embers. It hasn’t been linear and it’s certainly not been easy. But it was possible. The ups and downs of starting and scaling a multi-million-pound agency; navigating my way through a global pandemic; living with a formal diagnosis of PTSD, depression and OCD; healing after my mentor took his own life in my twenties; negotiating with bailiffs after my financial director at the time embezzled money from the company; losing 40 kilos after finally addressing my toxic relationship with food; recognising abusive relationships; living in the shadows; and rupturing a stomach ulcer – all of these things made my twenties a cocktail of confusing and personally challenging growth.


I’ve had the great privilege of working alongside some of the most successful people in the world, advising powerful and meaningful organisations, backing businesses and causes with people at the heart, and sharing my thoughts on how to find a smarter way through. I believe entirely that women in particular have had little choice but to subscribe to a narrative that puts them second. The pressures of having perfect families, being young forever, creating financial independence, managing male dominance, learning how to ask for more, excelling as mothers, CEOs, employees, friends, wives and caregivers, creates an exhausting expectation that asks – nay demands – us to give all that we have, all the time. As an ambitious and successful young woman, I reject entirely the idea that the way it has always been, is the way it needs to continue. From my experience I believe, with enormous passion, that we can have it all.


This book offers a carefully constructed ten-step programme to help avoid burnout and live life smarter, while still achieving your goals. It is not designed to replace the graft, the determination or the commitment, but to consider that success at all costs is not conducive to a happy life, and to challenge societal frameworks of success. Here are the key pillars of my Smarter Method:


•      create your own definitions


•      practise gratitude


•      master the morning


•      cultivate an abundant mindset


•      identify and enforce healthy boundaries


•      track energy not time


•      connect with your true values


•      create momentum


•      find flow


•      self-edit – what you say to yourself matters


I’ll also introduce you to new systems and processes that will allow you to pursue your goals in a sustainable, healthy way, challenge outdated architecture that stands in the way of our ambitions, connect meaningfully and deeply with our own world view, find compassion, for ourselves and others, break down barriers, define what having it all really means, and how we can achieve it. I am proof that in order to achieve long- term success, you do not need to cut out hobbies, people, places and things that bring you fulfilment. Instead, you need smarter systems and processes in order to enable you to do it all.


Why Women?


Women are supposed to be absolute in our opinions, but not forceful. Directive but not un-feminine. Self-aware but not self-assured. Supportive but not indulgent. Naturally slim but not too slim. Sexy but not slutty. Successful but not show-offs. Mothers but not in the workplace. CEOs but not boss bitches. We’re supposed to save money but also give to causes. To put ourselves first but not be selfish. To be fashionable but not dress for the male gaze. To outperform our competition but not by too much. To make money but be humble. To take but give back. To be feminists, but without alienating men. To discuss our bodies but without being crude. To be fun but not irresponsible.


Everywhere you look, it seems that hypocrisy is the cornerstone of modern feminism. No wonder we are all so exhausted. We have previously viewed and understood burnout and work-related stress through the male lens. This means that there are less than adequate solutions for – and a total lack of understanding about – how women can overcome the paralysing effects of burnout.


The truth is, men don’t have to prove they ‘deserve’ their place at the table as much as women do.


A number of times in my career, I have experienced shock and apathy from men when they are faced with women in leadership roles. I was once told point-blank by a man in his sixties, a previous CEO of a US pharmaceutical company, that he would respect me more if I was a man. I have been asked how much money my father gave me to start my company. While there are men who are good at their jobs, there are also many more women who are overlooked, diminished and gaslit (thrilled I’ve got that word in this early on), and who have to work harder and harder to get their equal share.


According to a study conducted by McKinsey, burnout is hitting women in leadership the hardest, with at least fifty per cent saying they are experiencing burnout at work. In 2020 alone, a quarter of females in senior leadership positions said they were ready to downshift their careers or leave the workforce. Today, the number of women looking to offload major roles or quit has increased to one in every three senior-level women.


It’s a hugely complex task trying to fight this archaic system while simultaneously subscribing to it in order to be successful. If we want to stay put, we have to do it through gritted teeth, enormous sacrifices, acting like a man, and considering second place the greatest achievement.


As we jostle for position, we also have to balance work, family life, fertility, misogyny and mental health – it’s no wonder we find ourselves drained. We have been told that working hard, running ourselves into the ground, working late, over-caffeinating, sleeping four hours a night (thank you, Thatcher), being the first in and last out, sacrificing our personal lives, and eating on the go, are all conducive to succeeding in the long term. But instead, women are burned out.


That’s why I’m here. The Smarter Method will encourage you to prioritise yourself in order to work smarter and stop pouring your energy into bottomless sources such as unfulfilling work or dreaded social plans. Instead, you will learn how to channel it into meaningful pursuits. It will help you to reframe the idea of over-productivity equalling advancement. And ultimately, it will teach you that those who work smarter are those who achieve more long-term success.


I’m here to tell you that our archaic tropes of business success are inconsistent with the modern structures that provide balance.


THE 10 MS


I have structured this book around the ten lessons that have helped me the most. These are lessons that I have learned personally, or that have been shared with me by some of the most impressive people I have worked with. In an age of information fatigue, I have created a straightforward set of steps that are easy to integrate into your life and work. This book holds over a decade of real-life, practical learning on the job, and is designed to help you live a less-stressed life.


Each chapter starts with the key themes, so it’s super easy to return to time and time again when you need a reminder. There’s no expectation that you will do all of this at the same time. The Smarter Method encourages you to iterate, flex and move with what works for you, mastering simple principles and reframing what you already know. Each chapter is themed around a helpful ‘M’, full of tips and tricks, explanations of why we defer to what we know, challenges to your current thinking, prompts, exercises, visuals, learnings, and lessons.


The benefits you can expect to see from this book are as follows:


•      Increased productivity – When you work efficiently, you increase your overall productivity. You can complete more tasks in the same amount of time. You won’t have to remove passions from your life in order to fit them all in.


•      Improved work–life balance – If you can understand what this balance means for you, you can allocate more energy to a range of activities, including dating, spending time with friends and family, travelling, or trying out a new side hustle.


•      A new approach to challenges – You can apply yourself to challenging tasks more effectively if you have more time and energy. Reframing new challenges as achievable rather than intimidating will help change the way you confront them.


•      Increased positivity – Embracing the reality of living and working smarter will help you approach situations with an abundant mindset, helping you to get more done and feel great about it.


The Smarter Method is not about unlearning what you’ve been taught, it’s about modifying what you already know.


I hope that as you read this book, you will learn, challenge, refine and implement the smarter systems and processes that enable you to live your life fully, however that looks for you. I wrote this book because I believe passionately that people can do incredible things. I’ve seen them. I resent viscerally the ideas that choosing a career means you aren’t choosing motherhood, that choosing yourself means you aren’t choosing others, or that choosing to follow a passion means you aren’t following the system. Many of these things can coexist alongside each other. I have spent almost fifteen years exploring, getting it wrong, asking questions, absorbing, learning and ultimately thriving because of the systems in this book. I present to you a collection of all that I have learned about choosing to have it all. There is no suggestion that it’s easy, but – I have to emphasise this – it is possible. I ask that you read this book with the belief that life can be big and full and exciting and abundant. My wish is that by the time you have finished reading, you will feel better armed to embrace that existence.










CHAPTER 1



Mornings


‘Morning is an important time of day, because how you spend your morning can often tell you what kind of day you are going to have.’


LEMONY SNICKET


The morning is arguably the most important time of the day. Carpe the diem and all that shite. Outdated ideas about sticking with the mood you wake up with, waking up on the wrong side of bed, and needing multiple coffees before you function can be overwhelmingly negative. In this chapter, you will learn how to challenge the way things are, replacing them with smarter systems and processes that work for you and set you up for the day ahead. You’ll consider why reducing the number of decisions you make in a day leads to greater efficiency, and how to identify whether a decision is even yours to make. I’ll explain why waking up at the right time for you, and nobody else, is the key to a smarter day. I’ll introduce you to the ten-second test, encouraging you to batch tasks and eliminate smaller jobs as soon as possible. The chapter will frame how to make your day work for you, and will provide you with essential tools so that you can start as you mean to go on.
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Much of my working life has been dominated by an aggressive commitment to achieve. My perception of showing up was to arrive always at a ten out of ten. It has taken me a long time to reframe the idea of showing up. I’ve fought hard against the undulations that are natural day to day. The decisions we make in the morning shape our entire day. They are often based on the focus to achieve as much as possible, rather than to consider how we feel, what our state of mind is, how much natural energy we have, and whether we are experiencing burnout. Much of this chapter will encourage you to reconnect with yourself – figuring out what works for you, rather than borrowing others’ definitions of what a successful day might look like. It is really important to be mindful of how you move through the day, and adjust accordingly based on a series of environmental factors, including sleep, mental agility, volume of tasks and whether or not you are operating in a burned-out state. Nailing your morning is a powerful way to direct the rest of your day.


First, let’s do a temperature check of how you are feeling. Many of us can oscillate between extremes, with high cortisol and high anxiety, unable to take a breath and really understand what we are working with. The quiz below will help you identify whether or not you are in fact operating in a state of burnout.




The Burnout Quiz


Do you find that you never want to have sex, with yourself or anyone else?


Perhaps sex is the last thing on your mind, or feels like just another thing you have to do. A lack of libido and omission of any desire is a key symptom of burnout.


Do you literally have no fucks to give?


This type of apathy is consistent with burnout.


Do you never feel like socialising? Do you struggle to know what to have for breakfast, or what to wear?


Being burned out from decision fatigue means we struggle to care enough to make any sort of decision that could lead to dramatic changes, e.g. moving abroad or suddenly quitting your job.


Have you recently been a total raging bitch for no good reason?


This is a good indication that you are facing burnout. You have no tolerance left in you for anything, and your actions are based on panic and adrenaline instead of logic and analysis. This is often a way of counterbalancing the numbness you may feel – you need more extreme actions in order to generate stimulation, which can then lead to reckless or out-of-character behaviour.


Would you say generally you are tired?


If you constantly feel tired, no matter how much sleep you have had, and if your body aches, you have headaches, general fatigue, and a sense of feeling heavy all over, this is a good sign that your body isn’t firing on all cylinders.


Do you often panic and obsessively worry about small things that you may or may not have done?


A constant underlying feeling of stress or anxiety isn’t a state that you need to live in. It becomes all-consuming, destructive and exhausting, and you end up not being able to see the wood for the trees. Nausea, poor sleep, tears and loss of appetite are all symptoms of ongoing worry and anxiety.





BURNOUT


Sorry to tell you this, but if you answered ‘yes’ to more than two of the questions above, you may well have burnout. Burnout makes mornings impossible.


So, what are you going to do about it? Keep going until you drop? Stop altogether? Post your score on TikTok? Sure, all these things make sense in the short term, but let’s talk about smarter, longer-term ways to handle the world in which we live. We don’t have to oscillate between extremes. In this book, I hope to share with you what I have learned from over a decade of experiencing burnout, to save you tens of thousands of pounds by outlining the good (and bad!) solutions I have invested in, and to provide you with something that resembles hope. A light that shows you that it doesn’t have to be that hard. That we all have more choice about the outcomes than we are led to believe. You are strong and brave and capable. Accepting yourself is critical to success; it’s how you will be able to embrace your ability to excel without extinguishing your light.


One of the most important ways to identify and avoid burnout is to be clear about the trends and patterns that exist in your routine. In the same way that keeping a food diary provides an honest and sobering insight into our eating habits, the same methodology works for other habits. Given that habits are defined as behaviour that is repeated regularly and tends to occur subconsciously, this is an important place to start. You must commit to gaining clarity on what your habits are now, so that you can be in a more informed state of mind when it comes to positively influencing them.


Try using this simple template and begin by writing down habits as they come up in the day, with the time at which they happen.
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If you are struggling to identify habits, you can start with some of the below:


•      drink water


•      online shopping


•      client work


•      reply to group chat messages


•      browse social media


•      procrastinate


•      exercise


•      meditate


•      listen to a podcast


•      eat lunch


The reason for filling in this tracker is so that you can bring awareness to the automatic actions that you perform each day. If you are looking to make changes to your habits, identifying what they are and when they happen is an important step.


Tip: stick to fewer than ten habits, so you aren’t overwhelmed.


Having sprinted on the circular burnout treadmill several times in my life, I can tell you a few things about careering head first into a brick wall. When I was twenty-four, HMRC bailiffs turned up at my office due to an unpaid tax bill of £60,000. After getting over the initial flattery that they thought I had anything of value in the office to take, I was made aware that my accountant had spent the VAT I had been saving. This meant that I entered into a one-year repayment plan with HMRC, repaying £5,000 per month. That was almost the entirety of my profit, and so I had to work extra hard just to stand still. I had no tools, understanding, literature or medication to help me understand or manage the stress that was related to my work at that time. I would have regular panic attacks, and a profound guilt around the fear of being found out. I ended up in hospital with a stomach ulcer, and remember trying to join a Zoom call while I was there. It was with a pet food brand, and I’d hazard a guess that they literally did not care whether I joined or not. At the time, it felt like the biggest meeting of my life.


Then came the Covid-19 pandemic, which was burnout central. The days were endless. The volume of information we had to wade through was extreme. Team issues ramped up, and I personally didn’t have a proficient structure for remote working, or a robust HR department to respond to the increase in mental health variations. I would panic every single time my phone rang. I worked constantly because the alternative was difficult to face, and I worked the hardest I’ve ever worked to make the least money I’ve ever made. None of the advice, feedback or expert insights I sought out at this time spoke to me. They all felt like band-aid solutions spouted by people whose stress levels were piqued when their favourite candle was discontinued. So no, Sarah, a bath before bed won’t help me get a good night’s sleep. And no, Simon, lavender tea is not going to help when my anxiety is more ambitious than I am. Actually fuck off.


RESPECT YOUR NATURAL RHYTHMS


If I had a pound for every time I’ve lied about getting up early, I would be rich beyond my wildest dreams. Throughout my career, being an early riser was repeatedly framed as the key to success, and so it was a club I wanted to be part of. Or rather, a club I wanted people to think I was part of.


I remember doing an interview for a magazine about my daily routine, and feeling conflicted about whether to lie about the time I set my alarm to wake me up. I met in the middle and said I woke up at 7am. I absolutely do not wake up at 7am. I chose to lie. The reason for the lie seemed straightforward. Clients, team members and anyone else reading the article needed to think that I was a superpower in the making. That I had my shit together. That I rose at the crack of dawn to an alarm of applause, with a headset by my bed, ready to hop on a global call. At that time, I was highly affected by what I thought success was. I assumed that you needed to be more tired than anyone else, but also that you needed to have stacks of energy. That you awoke each morning because the burning power of your ideas was singeing through the pillow. That a morning coffee was slurped as you moved around to dress in the same outfit as the day before, because Steve Jobs did that and he’s successful. I was playing business, and I was influenced entirely by the false narrative to which I had unknowingly subscribed.


So there we are: I lied. I regurgitated the lie that had been told to me and kept it rolling to other women. I am sorry.


I wake up at 8am. That is the truth.


It is with great pleasure that I tell you that getting up earlier doesn’t actually make you more productive. I’d like to formally introduce the 8am club, a club to which I have subscribed for the last five years, and one which makes me entirely more productive.


Waking up early had the following effects on me:


•      I worried the night before that I wouldn’t get enough sleep.


•      I felt like a personal failure when I inevitably hit snooze.


•      I lied to people about my routine.


•      I felt ashamed for lying (and ashamed that I felt like I needed to lie).


•      I craved sugar and caffeine during the day.


•      I was exhausted by early afternoon.


•      I skipped gym sessions due to fatigue.


•      I cancelled plans.


There was literally nothing positive for me in the 5am club, and yet I was willing, at great personal expense, to be part of a routine that didn’t work for me, because of the status it offered and the shame I would feel if I wasn’t included. My issue wasn’t that I was trying to get up at 5am; my issue was that I was trying to live by a rhythm that wasn’t natural for me.


Now here are the personal effects I’ve experienced as a member of the 8am club:


•      I wake up feeling better rested.


•      I enjoy a more relaxed morning routine.


•      I feel more present for my morning in the office.


•      I am more likely to make better decisions relating to sugar, caffeine and food.


•      I feel less sluggish after lunch.


•      I rarely miss an evening gym session.


•      I feel more in control of my energy and routine.


•      I feel proud that I am showing up for myself and my rhythm.


There are quite literally thousands of studies and books exploring sleep and how it supercharges all human activity. But whether it’s 8am, 7am or 9am, the only right time to rise is the one that works for you. The main takeaway should be that you need to have restful, balanced sleep – ideally, eight hours’ worth (cue eye roll from the parents reading this book). A 2017 Harvard study found that it doesn’t matter whether you sleep early and wake up early or vice versa.1 The most important thing is that you’re consistent about your schedule.


From personal experience, no one thing can unlock transformation on its own, but making small steps that relate to meaningful change sets you off on the path towards a more controlled, balanced approach to your wellbeing. Taking charge of structures that work best for you as you start the day is hugely empowering and leads to long-term success. When it comes to sleep and waking up, it’s all about understanding your circadian rhythm.


WTF Is My Circadian Rhythm?


That’s a great question. And another great question is: how the fuck do I pronounce this word? Circadian is pronounced ‘sir-kay-dee-un’. And according to the Sleep Foundation, here’s what it means:




[Over] millions of years, life has been shaped by the world’s rhythmic shifts of night and day. Many living things – including plants, animals, and humans – have circadian rhythms, which are tailored to life on earth and the changes that occur as the planet rotates on its axis. Every 24 hours, predictable shifts in light and temperature take place. Circadian rhythms help living things respond to changes in their environment.


In humans, circadian rhythms serve many functions, including helping regulate:





•      sleeping and waking


•      core body temperature


•      the immune system


•      hormones


•      metabolism


•      cognitive function


•      the body’s reaction to stress2


If you feel sluggish in the morning or need a mid-afternoon nap, or if you’re feeling jet-lagged when all you’ve done is walk to the office, it may be that you’ve disrupted your circadian rhythm. When I think of mine, I think of it as a biological clock. Sometimes that clock runs perfectly; at other times, it needs a service. A lack of sleep regulation is the easiest way to send this ‘tick’ out of whack, and understanding your sleep needs is the easiest and most efficient way to get it working well again. Being in touch with your own rhythm, and understanding when and how to service it, will enable you to make better, more informed decisions about what you need in order to reduce stress and become more productive.


In addition to feeling tired, for many of us, it’s the extra pressure of the shame that comes with tiredness, or convincing ourselves we are unproductive. It’s helpful to refer to the graphic on page 12, and consider what you feel showing up every day looks like. There is no expectation that you operate at a ten every single day. Life is long (hopefully), and it is the management and maintenance of your time in the long term that will help you achieve success.


Wake up at a time that works with your circadian rhythm (as long as it doesn’t make you late for work!). Listen to yourself, not the nonsense of the world, and pay attention to your tiredness. If you have had a hard, gruelling week, for the love of God sleep in on Saturday or budge your alarm to an hour later on Friday. Be kind to the best tool you have at your disposal: yourself.


REPLICATE REALISTIC ROUTINES


At the start of my health and fitness journey, I would spend hours looking at images on social media of women with a wide range of body types. I compared myself endlessly to these women, and I was setting myself up to fail by making comparisons to completely unrealistic goals. On one particular day, I moaned to my personal trainer that it was impossible to look like the female PTs in the gym. He told me plainly that of course it was, ‘You come to the gym for three hours a week, they are here eight hours a day, and only eat chicken breast and rice.’ His point was clear – you cannot expect to mimic the results of others when you’re putting in way less of the work.


In my approach to the mornings, I was tormented by the Mark Wahlberg morning routine. Waking up at 3 am, reading three books before breakfast, completing an online course, whipping up a meal for all the family, two conference calls, an hour and a half of meditation followed by two hours in the gym. And THEN he starts his day. The thing about this, which I cannot stress enough, is that your morning IS a part of your day. You’re not supposed to do a day before you start the day. You aren’t expected to replicate the results of someone operating in a completely different environment either. Don’t ignore the fact that it’s easier to accomplish all of these things if you’re lucky enough to have a gym in your basement, an in-house chef, a PA to arrange your day. Look for tips and tricks from those who are living their life in a way that feels possible for you. Set yourself up to win.


WAKE UP AND WIN


‘The first hour is the rudder of the day.’


Henry Ward Beecher


I cannot over-emphasise the power of achieving something small for yourself first thing in the morning. A common symptom of burnout is a lack of motivation. I remember waking up after a night of broken sleep, feeling anxious about the day ahead, and looking for reasons to reaffirm why I was useless. I’d usually eat a biscuit or nibble on something that I thought I shouldn’t be eating, thus resigning myself to the fact that I’d already ruined the day. As I began to master the skills of a smarter morning, I understood the importance of accomplishing something at the start of the day. I tried big things first, ambitious as I was. I booked 6 am spinning classes, or prepped for a mid-December early morning run (I even bought a head torch . . .). Needless to say, I failed to commit to any of these, as again I was copying the routine of someone who was setting unrealistic expectations for me. If going to the gym in the morning or building a Lego house before 7am brings you joy, by all means go for it. But for many of us, it’s easier to start small. Make the bed, complete Wordle, do a crossword, water your plants, read a page of your (this) book or tidy the bathroom. These smaller tasks can be reframed as moments to win, setting you on a more productive course for the rest of the morning.


Remove Morning Decisions by Doing Them the Night Before


Any form of decision-making takes up energy. Every time you engage your brain to make a decision, you’re using mental energy. If you’re stacking your mornings with a bunch of huge decisions, you’ll likely be feeling flat before you’ve even arrived at your first task of the day. The key to energy preservation with regards to your mornings is twofold:


1.   Preparation = Consistency


2.   Repetition = Automation


Preparation and repetition


If meal prepping feels like a toxic phrase to you, don’t do it. But you can decide what you’re going to eat, even if you don’t have the desire to actually prep the meal. I eat a variation of three things for breakfast, every single day. I don’t prep them, I just know what they are. I don’t even think about it. I automatically choose one of those three things. This means that I don’t waste any energy on that decision in the morning.


The same goes for choosing an outfit. Have you ever woken up in a good mood, only to try on four different outfits, fail to find the shoes you want to wear and realise that your favourite underwear is still in the wash? That alone is enough to turn your good mood into a bad one. David Beckham has a rail with all of his outfits for the week. David Beckham also has a walk-in closet and a personal stylist. I have a DIY rail from Argos. It does the trick. On a Sunday, I look at my diary for the week, to see if there is anything specific that I will need to wear. For events in public relations, we generally wear black. If I’ve booked workouts, I’ll know how many sets of leggings and sports bras I’ll need. While I don’t plan the entire week in one go, I certainly plan for the next day. This means that I remove any friction in the process, making it seamless, fast and enjoyable.


In addition to food and clothing, prep can extend to your journey to work. I have two travel options in terms of audio. Harry Potter, or the Smarter playlist on Audible. I assume you’ll have three given you’ll be listening to this book . . .


Audio can impact mood regulation. I imagine you’ve felt the power of a great tune, and similarly, listening to Snow Patrol for hours on end can make you feel quite down. Planning your playlist for the morning means that you are setting an intention for your mood. You’re reducing decision-making and any issues for your commute. If content is downloaded, you won’t need to be online to access it, so no buffering on the tube, and no mindless scrolling on apps you don’t need to be on that early.


In addition to audio, a remarkably impactful piece of prep is Google Street View. If ever I have a meeting in a new location, am attending a new fitness studio I haven’t been to, or am venturing into the unknown, I always review the route the night before, using Street View to highlight precisely what the building looks like. Living and working in London means that I have regularly attended meetings in confusing locations, found it difficult to find the right entrance, or underestimated the time between arrival, and getting to the right floor. Years ago, I arrived fifteen minutes early to a client meeting the before realising I was in the WeWork opposite the WeWork they were located in, making me late. Being prepared, on time and calm on arrival gives you more time and energy to focus on what is actually important. As you repeat the systems that work best for you, they will become second nature, thus helping to shape a more productive morning routine.


Don’t Hit Snooze


It’s tempting to press snooze on your alarm when you wake up unmotivated for the day ahead and don’t feel fully rested from the night before. If you are in the throes of burnout, dragging yourself out of bed in the morning can feel like climbing Everest, particularly if you are trying to get up at a time that isn’t aligned with your own rhythm. When your alarm goes off in the morning, you wake up (stay tuned for more huge scientific revelations). When you hit snooze, you start to drift off again, which triggers another sleep cycle that can last between seventy-five and ninety minutes. If you’re snoozing for ten minutes, you are disrupting your new sleep cycle so it’s no wonder that you wake up feeling groggy. Hitting snooze creates a state of sleep inertia and it can take up to four hours to shake that feeling.


Opt for Airplane Mode


I have been most undisciplined with my phone when I am in bed. The doom scroll is real. When I embarked on my smarter journey, I found it difficult to understand how to practise good phone discipline in the morning. My alarm was on my phone, the thunderstorm playlist was on my phone, I’d have to check my emails first thing in case any meetings changed or if there was something I needed to know before I went into the office. I ended up falling asleep with my phone surgically attached to my hand. I’d check TikTok, emails, Slack, the news, my Monday app, Instagram and LinkedIn just in case there were any major business updates, all before 9am . . .


Our relationship with our phone is complex and breaking the bad habits is tricky, especially in the mornings. Exposing yourself to mindless screentime the moment you wake up is nothing other than a terrible way to start the day. It requires discipline to stop, but reducing phone time in the AM has some tangible benefits. Here are some helpful tips:


•      Switch your phone light from blue to orange. Orange light doesn’t affect your eyes as much, can reduce tension headaches, and doesn’t disrupt your circadian rhythm.


•      Turn off your phone notifications. There’s nothing more panic-inducing than waking up to a bunch of messages that are not urgent but feel urgent because they are staring you in the face.


•      Choose home apps. This is something that transformed my mornings. I don’t look at social media apps when I am at home. It limits mood-altering content as you start your day.


•      Don’t use your phone alarm. I bought an alarm clock, so that I wouldn’t need to rely on my phone to wake me up in the morning.


•      Get a speaker. Anything I listen to for sleep is played through a speaker, which means I don’t need my phone near me to play it.


•      The first time I look at emails is when I am at my desk. I used to read my emails in the morning, and with international clients, the difference in time zones meant that emails from the night before would throw me off course before I’d even got out of bed. Now, I only read my emails when I’m at my desk, laptop or computer. I realised that if I had a stressful email waiting for me, I could protect my peace on my commute, and deal with it post-coffee, when I was in the right environment, rather than letting it derail me first thing.


•      Put your phone out of reach. In the morning I’d automatically reach for my phone – it was usually next to my hand or in my bed. I now leave it on the other side of the room, and instead have water, my vitamins, face cream, my alarm clock and a book within arm’s reach instead.


•      Switch to aeroplane mode. If you want to activate beast mode, the best thing you can do is switch to aeroplane mode, and not switch back until you’re in the office or at your desk. This is hardcore, but if you download the podcasts and audio you want to listen to on your commute and plan your journey in advance, then it is possible. This means you can ensure that your morning routine is focused on setting you up for the day ahead.


TRACK ENERGY, NOT TIME


The idea of time-management being the elixir of productivity has been drummed into us – HR modules are shaped around how to manage our time, personal work objectives detail whether we are or aren’t good at managing our time, and lateness suggests we have no respect for the person we are meeting. The problem with trying to manage time is that it’s basically impossible, because it’s a moving target. Many of us waste important energy in the morning on tasks, distractions and jobs that we don’t need to. Being connected to your energy is at the heart of the Smarter Method.


On the surface, it shouldn’t be overcomplicated – we literally have the same number of hours every single day. Many people construct their working day based on an eight-hour day – let’s assume one that runs from 9am to 5pm. When it comes to managing that time, the usual approach is: ‘How can I get as much done as possible before 5pm rolls around?’ We fly out of the blocks at 9am, sit at our desk, fuelled by coffee and anxiety for the day ahead, and from then on, it’s a race against the clock. It’s very easy to see how that ingrained attitude leads quickly, and directly, to burnout. What time-management doesn’t take into consideration are the ebbs and flows of our energy, our hormones, and our overall capacity, and how they vary each day.


While we do have to acknowledge and appreciate time each day from an organisational perspective, making a switch to focusing on managing my energy, not my time, was profoundly beneficial. In this context, ‘energy’ is the strength and vitality required for sustained physical or mental activity.


We typically focus more on the number of tasks we can fit into the time available, rather than the amount of energy we have to deliver those tasks. We need to match our energy to a task in order to excel.


I believe our energy levels fall into four main categories:


•      Silence – Your energy is so depleted that you flick into silent mode.


•      Hum – You’re ticking along, but it’s relatively low vibe.


•      Sing – You’re listening to the office conversation, but not fully getting involved. If asked, you could give a great answer.


•      Shout – You’re bouncing off the walls.


This is useful because it allows you to make an assessment of your energy levels and bring some awareness to what you are working with for the day ahead. If your morning vibe is a Hum, it makes more sense to ensure you are reducing taxing tasks early on in the day. It’s helpful to identify patterns and consider how your routine impacts your energy levels. Note: you cannot operate at a Shout for the entire day. You will fluctuate.




A Useful Exercise


Spend one working week tracking your energy in relation to the tasks you hope to complete. Ask yourself:


•      When do I feel most sluggish?


•      When do I have the most natural energy?
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