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Praise for Regina Leeds’ One Year to an Organized Life


 



“Making your New Year’s resolutions? If your goal is to 
finally clear the clutter, One Year to an Organized Life  
will break the task down week by week.”  
—Parade


 



“This 12-month guide offers the chronically messy 
a genuine sense of serenity.”  
—USA Today


 



“Not only shows us the importance of organization, 
[but] takes us week-by-week through the chaos of our lives 
and tells us how to get it together, from schedules to 
scrapbooks to celebrating holidays.”  
—Minneapolis Star Tribune


 



“If this week-by-week guide to getting yourself organized 
won’t do the trick, give up.”  
—Newsday


 



“This easy-to-use … domicile detox program will help you 
tackle every inch of your life.”  
—Women’s Health


 



“The perfect book for anyone wanting to find important 
papers instantly or have a navigable closet. Full of useful 
information for everyone, from the person who needs simply 
to clean a messy desk to the person requiring a whole new 
approach to life; highly recommended.”  
—Library Journal
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This book is dedicated to all the kind men who 
have graced my life, starting with my father, Nat. 
Special thanks, however, must be extended to 
Arno Frankel, Ariel Joseph Towne, and Joseph Walsh. 
Their love and support contributed greatly 
to the process of writing this book. 
I am forever in their debt.






A journey of a thousand miles 
must begin with a single step.

—LAO-TZU






Introduction

I’m late, I’m late. For a very important date!

—ALICE IN WONDERLAND

 



 



 



 




AND THUS WHITE RABBIT PERFECTLY described the plight of the modern worker. Do you feel like him at times: always running here and there, never at ease, stomach in knots, frequently late? “You’re going to be late for your own funeral!” Ever had a coworker, family member, or friend toss that one at you?

“But someday,” you think, “this will be different. I’ll be on time for appointments and with reports. I’ll get enough sleep and eat three squares a day. Everyone will be so impressed with my efficiency—my sparkling office and clear desk. Why? Because I’m going to get organized!” Yes, you are. Today, in fact. Now begins the year-long adventure to change your work experience for the better. But my goal for you is deeper. I want to see you uncover and embrace your true passion in life. Joseph Campbell said it best: “Follow your bliss and don’t be afraid, and doors will open where you didn’t know they were going to be.”

I see you working in a peaceful, well-organized space that serves you rather than ensnares you. I envision your files, projects, and all communications being the best quality they can be. I imagine you having a happier home life as your work days begin and end. After all, home and work are flip sides of the same coin: your life experience.

Am I living in Wonderland? Absolutely not! I know that life will throw you some curveballs. Some days you will inevitably get behind because of a tight deadline or a flu you can’t shake. Positive things may also throw you off your game, from planning a wedding to the birth of a child. But just as you look around and think, ‘My office looks just like it did before I got organized!” you will have a moment of clarity. Under all that chaos is a system waiting for you to restore order.

Still not convinced that I know you and your situation? Let’s see if I can guess some of the issues you’re facing:

 



You come to work with good intentions. Sometimes you even have the rudiments of a plan for your day in place. And then the phone rings, a colleague stops by, or you read your e-mail, voice mail, or snail  mail. Suddenly you find yourself pulled in a hundred directions. At day’s end your to-do list is a wish list.

You never have enough time to complete projects. Deadlines come upon you like rogue waves. You’re forever wondering how your colleagues (seemingly!) stay on top of their workload while you’re paddling to keep up.

The piles of papers on your desk hold valuable treasures. At least that’s what you assume. One day you plan to do the equivalent of an archeological dig and get everything into folders. Until then you make duplicate and triplicate copies or printouts of everything in the futile hope that there is strength in numbers.

You go to social functions but your real date is your BlackBerry. You’re known as an inseparable pair.

 



Your children complain that they never see you. Even when you are physically present, your mind takes you a million miles away, worrying about this assignment or that meeting. You know you’re providing for their future but feel like you spend too much time at the office.

How did I do? If you identified with one or two of the preceding, you have the right book in your hands. Right about now, you may be feeling a bit guilty or inadequate. That’s the knee-jerk response when the topic of organization—or lack thereof—comes up. Let’s make a deal, shall we? Guilt and shame and any other negative emotion have no place in the world of Zen organizing, the system of organizing I have developed over the past twenty years. Getting organized is a skill, not a talent we’re born with. End of story. In my eyes you are a hero because you are doing the work to effect positive change in your life and career.




DEFINING ZEN ORGANIZING


Having grown up with an extremely organized mom, I had never seen piles of newspapers and magazines, closets teeming with clothes, or a pantry in disarray until I started working with clients. My mother didn’t invent the slogan, “There’s a place for everything and everything should be in its place,” but she said it daily like a sacred mantra. She lived it and she made me live it. My mom trained me to be an organizer, but we didn’t know that at the time.

From the first day I started working as a professional organizer, I noticed something that happened with clients. After every project was completed, obviously the home or office looked different, but there was something more. I finally noticed that the area felt different. I often wondered how I would describe this to people.

There are words for energy such as chi,  but none were in common use in 1988. I feared no one would understand what I was talking about. One day a friend turned to me and said casually, “Oh you mean, it’s Zen-like?” The lights went on and I screamed, “Yes! That’s exactly what it’s like.” That day Zen organizing was born  and I have been the Zen organizer ever since.

The average Westerner associates the word Zen with peace and calm. You don’t have to become a Zen meditation practitioner to embrace this approach. You needn’t be a yogi and twist your body into impressive positions. You don’t have to live and work in a minimalist setting. The only requirement is your willingness to change.

 



If you don’t like what you see around you now in your work space, don’t fret. You created it, and you can therefore change it. Your physical environment is a manifestation of your inner world of thoughts and feelings. This year you will examine that world so that will you not only work in an organized environment but also experience less stress, greater ease, and, dare I say it, have more fun at your job!

Perhaps the simplest description of Zen organizing is this: It is a way to empower yourself to create the life you were born to live.




PARTS OF THE SAME WHOLE


It is written in Zen that “the way a man does one thing is the way he does everything.” If you’re struggling to be more productive at work, take a minute to look at your life as a whole.

It’s frustrating when your heart and your drive tell you to work to the best of your ability but you fall short because you are constantly overwhelmed. Can you find the papers you need? Does your office look like a bomb just went off ? Do you consistently miss deadlines? Do you set an agenda for the day that gets lost in a sea of e-mails or voice mails that steal your focus? We will examine how to handle all these common office issues, but first I’d like you to consider the problem from a holistic perspective.

I’m going to bet that your home looks a lot like your office. If stacks of papers decorate your desk and line the floor of your office, it’s a good chance that clothes get draped over the chair in your bedroom, the bed never gets made, and you have no idea what’s in your pantry.

If you have trouble completing assignments at the office, I expect that many tasks in your life could be in suspended animation. For example, do you open your dresser drawers and leave them ajar? Are the cabinet doors in the kitchen left open after you retrieve something?

Organizing goes deeper than how we place items in the environment. The minute I walk into an office, I know a great deal about the person. When I see papers and books occupying every square inch of the space, for example, I’m sure this client finds it hard to think clearly. It’s as if all that stuff is making a loud racket. As we go through stacks of paper scattered around the desk, I find papers that could actually serve them languishing in piles. I wonder if the person has issues about success or failure. He or she certainly isn’t set up to win in this environment. I presume too that the person needs to acquire the skill of being able to make decisions on the spot.

If I see coffee cups that need to be rinsed, food containers that should be tossed, or items that should have been returned long ago sitting in a corner, I know this person needs to understand the importance of completion. This disarray will be part of every facet of his or her life. Can you relate? Here are some other areas to consider.

Is your car a disaster? If your home and your office are a mess, your car may be a little scary as well. If you use your car in your business, is the trunk a treasure trove of old papers, forms, client folders, and maps? Do you avoid opening the glove compartment because an avalanche of stuff came pouring out the last time?

And let’s not forget ye olde briefcase. Can you easily find what you need? Do you have six-month-old energy bars in secret compartments? Are papers from closed accounts still taking up space? Does your briefcase (or laptop bag, or handbag) weigh a ton because you never clean it out? No matter what mode of transportation you use to get to work, a briefcase that feels like you’re transporting a rock quarry is going to slow you down.

Be honest with yourself. Remember, we’re on a diagnostic quest, not playing the blame game. Getting organized is at its heart nothing more than a skill. You learn it the same way you acquire any skill, from dancing to swimming to playing the piano. A teacher breaks the skill down into a series of lessons. Your mastery grows over time commensurate with your willingness to learn and practice what you have been taught. When we care about ourselves, we care about the environment we set up for work and home. You care, because you’re reading this book.




THE ONE-YEAR PLAN


You didn’t get into this predicament overnight, so we’re going to take the luxury of one year to effect lasting change. This plan is not the equivalent of a crash diet. It’s a new way of living, experiencing, and contributing to life, especially that part called work. Real change is in the incremental steps we take forward. I tell my clients that even if time or money isn’t an issue, it’s still best to move slowly, systematically, and respectfully through any environment to effect change. Make that  permanent change. I don’t want you to tidy up your office and be back at square one in two weeks. I want you to replace your broken system with one that will not only support you but grow with you. And with your increased productivity, your growth will be off the charts!

You can benefit from reading One Year to an Organized Work Life no matter what your job. We’ll be focused on the job that pays a salary, but the tools you acquire and the skills you learn can just as easily be applied to your volunteer positions and your home projects. Have you ever tackled a remodel? You are the one paying the money, but you had better be organized to reduce issues that may arise. If you are a parent, you can teach these principles to your children. Today it’s a homework assignment; tomorrow it’s a report for work.  Teaching children how to organize their world is the ultimate gift that keeps on giving. Organizing your work life will reap benefits you can’t now imagine.

Although everyone can profit from this book, my heart goes out to the working moms among us. It is nothing short of a Herculean effort to maintain a home, advance in a career, and raise children. It is my sincere hope that this book can help moms everywhere experience less stress, find more time, and enjoy life more.




SECRETS OF A ZEN ORGANIZED WORK LIFE


It doesn’t require more energy to get organized. In fact, chaos is a demanding taskmaster and time waster. Getting organized requires a redirection of energy away from one type of experience to another.

So the question arises: Why do we get caught up in chaos when we know better? The simple answer is: We’re human! Aside from the obvious issues, life in the twenty-first century is unique in several ways. Here are a few to consider:
• We are bombarded by more methods of instant communication than ever before.

• To gain a competitive edge, companies of all sizes decide to place more work on fewer shoulders.

• With the advent of outsourcing, we are afraid to speak up when we feel overworked because any job feels better than no job.





We’re only victims if we consciously refuse to acquire the tools to cope. Years ago, I heard something in a lecture that I never forgot: “There are no victims, only volunteers.” When things happen that threaten to take you down the chaos road, stop yourself and redirect your energy. Volunteer to be successful. Choose to accomplish things with ease. Save your energy for what is truly important.

The path to getting organized and productive can be creative; you can have as much fun as you are willing to allow yourself. The following areas lay a solid foundation to ensure your success. Let’s consider each in turn and then you can decide which you’d like to utilize. I hope, of course, you’ll try them all. 






Diet 
Exercise 
Meditation 
A work life notebook 
A dream board 
Technology 
Time-management skills 
Good habits 
Systems and routines 
Rewards




Diet


How I wish I could have seen your face when you read the word diet. Here’s the bottom line: We are what we eat. Food affects our ability to think clearly; it gives us the energy to stay alert throughout the day. So put away the candy bar and grab a piece of fruit. Reach for a bottle of water instead of that soda or your umpteenth  cup of coffee. Add a tablespoon of cottage cheese to your breakfast toast or scramble some eggs to go with your morning coffee. Over time, small changes toward a healthier diet will make a difference in your energy level and improve your focus. The “Resources” section lists some great books to help you get started.


Exercise 

Our bodies were not designed to sit for hours in front of a computer. If you are sedentary, a simple twenty-minute walk each day will change your life. Twenty minutes is the time it takes the average person to walk a mile. If you can’t take twenty, begin with five minutes. Later you can build on that.

Ten or fifteen minutes of simple yoga postures will also revive you. You don’t have to contort your body into positions only Gumby could master. Yoga has some simple, easy postures that can be of great benefit. Again, I have some direction for you in the “Resources” section. Of course the exercise you choose doesn’t have to be walking or yoga. Find the type of exercise you enjoy so that sticking to your new regime will be easier.


Meditation


If you had a negative reaction to the word  meditation, I understand. In the West we tend to think of meditation as something strange, exotic, and perhaps cultist. Let’s see if I can’t give you a fresh perspective on the practice itself, as well as some of its benefits. Meditation is a form of prayer. It’s a key ingredient in Eastern philosophies; the process by which we quiet our minds to connect with the Divine. However, you needn’t use it to advance your spiritual life. You can gain enormous health benefits with as little as five minutes a day. Stressed at work? Close your office door and your eyes to restore calm to your body. Don’t have a private office? Take an extra bathroom break. What happens in the stall stays in the stall.

Some of the major benefits of meditation that make it a worthwhile practice to incorporate into your life include the following:
• Reduces stress by releasing muscle tension. Often people with chronic headaches, including migraines, experience relief.

• Slows your heart rate while increasing oxygen consumption.

• Boosts your immune system. Research indicates that meditation increases the activity of “natural-killer cells,” which kill bacteria and cancer cells.

• Sharpens your ability to focus.





 



When I suggest meditation to my clients and students, I hear two universal objections: “I tried but I kept falling asleep!” and “I can’t meditate because my mind is too active.” Allow me to assure you that everyone falls asleep in the beginning! It’s part of the natural learning curve and comes to an end with practice, patience, and persistence. As for having an active mind, all I can say is: Who doesn’t? Yogis have an expression to describe this  state. It’s called Monkey Mind. Your untrained mind is like a wild monkey in the forest swinging from branch to branch and tree to tree. It’s far more powerful to have a mind you can harness at will.

You may also be wondering how you find a legitimate meditation instructor. I suggest that you research the location of a TM (transcendental meditation) institute near you. I have included the Web site address for the worldwide organization in the “Resources” section. This is a worldwide organization founded by the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, who is famous for teaching the Beatles how to meditate in the sixties. If you can’t find one of their teaching centers near you, you can get started with online classes. The “Resources” section also includes a few other organizations whose reputation I trust.


Work Life Notebook


In my previous book, One Year to an Organized Life, I confessed that I was once an arrogant reader of self-help books. You wouldn’t catch me taking the time to write the answers to questions in a journal. After all, I knew exactly what I would say. Next! And then I had the good fortune to read John Bradshaw’s wonderful book The Homecoming. For some reason, I decided that this one time I would make the exception and write my responses. What a surprise! The information that came pouring out of me was not at all what I expected. The act of surrendering my thoughts to pen and paper unleashed deeper feelings—thoughts I didn’t realize I had.

It was so powerful that I immediately incorporated this technique into all my classes. So writing in a notebook plays a key role in getting organized this year, as you’ll see in the first week of each month in the program. Feel stuck in the rut of “same old, same old” where your work is concerned? We’re going to seek out the cause that set those reactions in motion. In this way, something far more powerful can be put in its place.


Dream Board


The dream board is another project that at first may seem worthless or to have little to do with organizing, but it can be revealing. Creating what I call a dream board allows you to see your goals before they come into physical reality. It’s simple, creative, inexpensive, and powerful. How many things can you describe with those adjectives?

Here’s what you do: purchase some posterboard and a glue stick at your local office supply store. Now sit down and go through a stack of magazines to find images that correspond to the life you want to create, your dream job, or the office space you desire. When you’re finished, keep the board in a prominent place (it doesn’t have to be at the office). You will be reminded and inspired on a regular basis about the direction you want to take. Don’t be surprised if the images you are drawn to in the magazines surprise you. When you invite your inner thoughts and longings to rise to the surface, you will discover more of who you really are and what you’d like to manifest in your life. Embrace the surprises!

Now to the more familiar organizing and productivity tools.


Technology


In an effort to get organized, we often purchase gadgets and gizmos that we don’t need but, due to advertising, feel we can’t live without. In most chapters, we’ll consider some items that might be of assistance to you—or are they time-suckers in disguise? Don’t forget to consult your IT person (or someone like the Geek Squad at Best Buy) to see what he or she recommends. Technology changes so rapidly that by the time this book is published, new items will be available. The key question is: Do I really need this item? I was beside myself with joy the day I purchased a scanner. They were fairly new and the price was right. Guess what? I don’t scan enough to have made that purchase worthwhile. I learned the “don’t buy it unless you need it” lesson the hard way.


Time-Management Skills 

Time is a precious commodity like food or money. When it’s gone, it cannot be reclaimed. Why fritter your life away or, worse, give it to anyone who demands a piece? This year, learning time-management skills will play a huge role in your growing ability to create the work life you truly want, rather than enduring the one that seems to be happening to you.


Good Habits 

For many years now I have seen the power of simple habits transform a client’s relationship with his environment. Psychologists say it takes twenty-one consecutive  days of repeating an action before it becomes a habit. The key ingredients are  consecutive and action. If you miss a day, you need to start the count over. And the new habit needs to be an action, not an activity.

What’s the difference? If I decide to straighten up my office each evening before I leave for the day, I am engaged in an activity. However, it has multiple actions  that might include any or all of the following: place reference books on their designated shelves; return files to the file cabinet; wash my coffee cup in the office kitchen; empty the trash; water my plants; and perhaps send a few end-of-the-day report e-mails to colleagues. Often an activity is composed of a series of good habits strung together. Other words for a positive activity like this are routine, system, or even ritual. These routines are the heart of maintenance.

Another positive, repeatable activity in the office setting that has a positive effect is to immediately put away your personal property when you enter your work area. If your coat gets tossed across a chair, your lunch is forgotten on a bookcase shelf, or your boots are in a heap in the middle of the floor, you have just set the tone for the day: Anything goes! Instead, set the stage for success from the second you walk into your space. Respect your environment.


Systems and Routines


One of the most common questions I am asked when I teach goes something like this: “Regina, I get organized all the time.  And then two weeks later, it looks as though I haven’t done a thing! Why should I bother?” I tell my students that they have not become organized; they have tidied up. To be organized means you have a system in place to keep your desk chaos-free. Another way of describing a system is to call it a routine. I would be willing to bet you have lots of routines in your life that bring you pleasure, such as getting ready to go out to a nice restaurant. What are some of the positive routines you follow now? We’re going to insert a few that will keep your work life on track.


Rewards


It wouldn’t be fair to ask you to do some hard work and not plan a reward at the end. We need something to look forward to when the going gets tough! I don’t mean a trip to Tahiti after you master time management. I’m thinking about injecting a little joy into your life on a consistent basis.

Sometimes the simplest things bring us the most pleasure. For example, I have always loved animals. I know a horse who is a retired Olympic champion—as I write these words he’s twenty-six, which for a horse is positively ancient. One of my favorite rewards is to drive out to see him. I turn him loose in the corral and sit down on the riding block and watch him. We’re two old friends hanging out together. What simple, sweet experiences bring you joy? Can you turn them into rewards for a job well done?




THE YEAR UNFOLDS


If you are a person who wants to be fulfilled in life and not just show up at work for a paycheck; if you are overwhelmed by the way your work space currently looks; if you wish you knew how to handle the daily volume of communications that inundate you; and if more than anything else you long for a balanced life, you have found the right book.

Reading it is a step in the right direction. But you will need to make a commitment to change and take action to be successful. Nothing of value comes without a price. You’ll have to inconvenience yourself sometimes and expend a considerable amount of elbow grease. In return, you will reap rewards beyond your wildest dreams. I’ve been organizing clients for over twenty years and have seen firsthand how these techniques work.

This next year you’re going to improve the quality of your work life. You will save time, money, and that most precious commodity, energy. Whether it’s physical, mental, emotional, or spiritual, energy is the sum and substance of who we are. What would happen if you were more productive? How would you spend the extra hours in your day? Where would the money you save go in your budget? What might you accomplish if you reduced your stress level? And why do you think this chaos was created in the first place? Grab your courage, your resolve, and yes, your notebook. We are about to find out.






1. JANUARY

Start Fresh


 



 


Let yourself be drawn
By the stronger pull
Of what you really love.



—RUMI

 



 



 



 




IF YOU FOLLOW THIS BOOK CHRONOLOGICALLY, you will be starting at the most propitious time of year to effect change. In December, most of us are exhausted from the extra demands the holidays have placed on us. As the month comes to an end, we’re able to recharge our batteries. Now with the start of a New Year, vacation is over and it’s back to work—but the energy and desire for change and growth fills the air.

Past experience, however, has probably taught you that emotion is only part of the equation. For example, I might be over the moon about the idea of losing weight. However, my excitement will get me started but only take me so far. How do we lose weight? We eat less and move more. To effect change, we need to know the bottom line. When it comes to your work experience, what’s the bottom line for you?


• I’m going to leave for work earlier so I arrive on time this year.

• I want my undergraduate degree or master’s degree or certification so I can make more money.

• My spouse/kids feel neglected. “All you do is work!” they say. There must be a more balanced way to live.

• This is the year I finally take control or get a raise or spend less time at the office.



 



If any of these sound familiar, take heart, because these laments all represent achievable goals. We’re going to work systematically this year because many people get so overwhelmed at the very thought of making change that they stop all forward motion. The safety of “The devil you know is better than the devil you don’t know” takes hold. You know what I say to  that? Let’s eliminate the “work devil” altogether!

At the end of this year, you will have streamlined your life and your physical space and moved closer to your career goals. Now, please don’t attempt to achieve every work-related goal you’ve ever had! You want to build on your success over time. Likewise, the assignments and routines in this book build each week on a particular theme. And the themes themselves build over the course of the months. Let’s consider January:
• The first week of this New Year, you’ll take an inventory of your current situation. What exactly do you not like or want to change about your job? Complaints drain us. Specifics empower us.

• The next week, you’ll figure out where you want to be in your work life and craft a plan to make it a reality. This gives you direction.

• You can’t implement any plan without knowing how to schedule the steps that will take you out of the realm of wishes and dreams. To this end, we look at calendars in the third week.

• Finally, we close the month with the first routine: streamlining the morning experience so you go from rushed to rested.





 



Once you have a plan, you need to have an environment that supports your efforts. We’ll spend February and March restructuring your physical work space as well as creating the perfect file system. The first quarter of the year is all about tools for change.

Looking ahead with fear only wastes energy. Remember that same physical and emotional energy could be harnessed to help you work on your assignments. I invite you to leave worrying behind like an old shoe that doesn’t fit anymore and experience forward motion.

Change comes about when we successfully marry intention and action. I love change . . . provided I am the architect of the change that’s occurring! When life throws a curve ball, change isn’t quite so easy. But the great thing about the tools presented in this book is that once you use them for the changes you seek to make, they can serve you when life is turned upside down. This is the skill I most want you to master.

This month you’ll start creating new, positive habits that you can also string together to form a system or routine. Our first habit, in week four, will be to create a morning ritual. After all, how you start the day often sets an indelible tone for the rest of the day. Start out stressed and in a rush, and often that’s how work is too. I want to be sure that the aspects of life within your power to control are set up to support rather than sabotage you.

Each month, I will present two Zen organizing habits that I think are worth cultivating and that take only a few minutes. One habit relates to your work environment, but the other relates to your home and daily life. Because these areas work in concert—success in one feeds the other—you’ll want to effect change in both. If the  habit of the month is something you have long made a part of your routine, move on to the next. The key to new habit creation is twofold: You want to choose an action  and you need to repeat it for twenty-one  consecutive days (even weekends) so that it becomes second nature. But I’m not trying to clutter your life with more activities! It’s also important to remember that developing these habits will, in the long run, make your workweek much easier.




WORK HABIT OF THE MONTH: LEAVE YOUR DESK


The work habit of the month is easy! Just take one break to move your body for five consecutive minutes every day. Walk around the block. Take the stairs. Close your door and do a few simple yoga postures while no one is looking. The break doesn’t have to be fancy.

How does this qualify as a work habit? An exercise break recharges your “body battery.” It helps you think more clearly. This simple five-minute break will make you more productive at work whether you are the cashier at a supermarket or the CEO of a large corporation. You are free to do more than five minutes if you have the time and the inclination. However, I’d rather see you build slowly than burn out, so if exercise is new to you, temper your enthusiasm and build on your success over time. Over the weekend, take a break from all the work you assigned yourself on the home front.




HOME HABIT OF THE MONTH: MAKE YOUR BED


Each day begins and ends not at the office, but in your bedroom. January’s habit, therefore, is to make your bed every day. An unmade bed signals that there is no end to your day; you are dragging the activities, emotions, and energy of one day into the next without ever giving yourself the experience of a fresh start. When you make your bed, you will feel energized every time you walk into your bedroom.

You don’t have to strip your bed and make military corners. Just use a top sheet and a comforter—it takes about a minute to pull them into place and fluff your pillows. (By the way, don’t have too many pillows on the bed. They may unconsciously be your excuse not to bother making it.)





WEEK ONE

Chart the Course 



 






This week, you can


• Give your career more conscious direction

• Introduce positive habits into your daily life



 




Time required: Thirty minutes



 



 




I HAVE A FRIEND WHO IS A PILOT FOR a major airline. Fred flies the same routes most of the time, but this doesn’t mean that he gets into the cockpit without going over a flight plan, the controls, a check of the weather, and more. Can you imagine hearing the following announcement: “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard. We’ll be leaving LAX shortly en route for New York City. I fly to the Big Apple all the time but I like to see where the wind might take us. And I haven’t done it in a week, but hey, I’ve got a great memory, so no worries. If we get off course, I’ll probably be flying low enough so you can catch the sights while I scramble to get back to our route. Fasten your seatbelt because it’s going to be an unconventional ride!” I think there would be a stampede for the exit.

You’re probably thinking that’s a silly idea. No reputable airline would allow an unprepared pilot to cowboy his way across country. Well, guess what? If you’ve been showing up for work each day without a routine—and then scrambling to get things under control—you’re just like that crazy pilot. And you have less chance of achieving your longer-term career goals because, unlike our pilot, you don’t have computers automatically adjusting your flight plan when you get off course. In the weeks ahead, we’re going to be sure you know where you’re headed . . . and why!




THE POWER OF INTENTION


Have you ever noticed that you walk in the direction you are facing? You also steer  your car in the direction of your gaze. In the same way, you give your life direction with the thoughts you think. You can set your intention to succeed or to fail; the choice is always yours.

Sometimes feeling crazed in the workplace can stem from a sense of loss due to the “road not taken.” Yes, chaos can be due to a lack of organizing skills, but it’s also often a symptom of a lack of inner peace. We’ll tackle both of these throughout the course of this year. “As within so without,” said the ancient yogis. They weren’t specifically referring to your physical environment, but their advice can be applied to our modern situation. Open yourself to finding ways to incorporate your original desires into your current reality.

Turning your life in a new direction is like docking one of those huge ocean liners. It takes time and effort. In your life, your thoughts are like those small but powerful tugboats that get the job done.




THE “YOU” INVENTORY


This first week, begin the basic outline of a plan that this year will bring you back to what you love. As the months go by, you can add elements and feel progress in your journey to bring order to your work life. Where will you start? In your mind. In life, what we give our attention to is what comes to fruition.

The tool you’ll need this week is a notebook. It doesn’t matter whether it’s a school notebook you took from your kid’s supplies or a leather-bound diary. For years I was in love with lined, yellow legal pads but these days my thoughts flow more quickly and effortlessly using a computer. The key ingredient to making the notebook a useful tool in your success arsenal is your willingness to commit to writing down your responses to the questions I provide.

Give yourself five minutes of uninterrupted time to respond to each of the following questions. I like to do this kind of work in a local coffee shop because being away from my home and work environment frees me. Perhaps it will do the same for you.

I’m giving you a short amount of time because I don’t want you to think too deeply about your responses. Whatever flows first will be closest to the truth. If you are new to this type of exercise, you may be in for a surprise. What you write may be very different from what you think when you first read the question. Give it a try. Don’t forget you can time yourself using your cell phone’s alarm.


Where Am I Now?


Where are you in terms of your life? Where are you in your career path? Are you on target for the plan you made? (We all have one, especially when we are young). Or have you lost your way? Life has a way of imposing unexpected demands on you. Have you been able to weather the storms and stay on track, or are you surprised to find yourself in your  current job or career? Please be as specific as you can.


How Did I Get Here? 

Trace the literal circumstances that brought you to this point in time. Did a family illness derail you? Or are you following the fast track? There is no right or wrong answer. We just want to see the mechanics of the process in black and white. You may be surprised by what you discover.

Are you feeling stuck? Not sure what you should write? Here are some prompts to head you in the right direction. See if any of the following describe your current work situation:
• I got a job right out of college and never left. It’s not what I wanted to do but the pay is adequate and I need the benefits.

• I was out of the work force raising a family and I’m lucky to have this job. At my age and with my responsibilities, I can’t be picky.

• I love the work I do. It’s the people I work with who wear me out.

• We’re short staffed. If there were more people to pick up the slack, I’d say I had the perfect job.

• My job is okay. I work with nice people, the pay is good, and the benefits are great. But I hate the commute. I spend so much time on the road that I miss quality time with my family.

• I believed that having my own business was the ticket to freedom. Now I am overwhelmed with business, family, and social demands. In fact, my business demands are so overwhelming and all-encompassing that I no longer spend quality time with my family and my friends are up in arms over my prolonged absence.





 



Did you recognize yourself in any of these? Do you relate to more than one scenario? Take advantage of your five minutes and jot down your feelings about your current situation. If none of these capture the issue you have with your work life, take a minute to describe it in a few sentences.

We want to understand the macro experience rather than the micro one. If you fell into your job by chance, for example, massive positive changes in your day-to-day work life may not heal the hole in your soul. The idea is to be fulfilled. (And if you are one of the lucky few who are engaged in a profession you love and work for the company of your dreams, you can pat yourself on the back and be grateful!)


What Do I Love? 

This is one of the most important questions in this book. Very often we are passionate as young people and then we are told that our passions are meaningless. Life, “they” assure us, is about a paycheck. Take a minute to write down and reconnect with your passions. It may be time to welcome them back into your life.

In college, I was a theater major with a minor in romance languages. My parents were deeply concerned. Exactly what job, they wondered, was I preparing myself for? When I was about to graduate, I registered with the job referral service at school to make my parents happy.

The college service sent me to interview for a job with the FBI. Not only was it a government position, I would be working directly with incoming visitors to the United States at JFK Airport. My parents saw this as a great way to make use of my romance language minor. For several days FBI agents canvassed our Brooklyn neighborhood, interviewing neighbors about me. I went to the office at the airport and was fingerprinted. My parents were beside themselves with joy when I was offered the job. A funereal pall settled over our home the day I turned it down.

Somehow at the tender age of twenty-one I had the courage to listen to the still, small voice within telling me that this profession was not for me. No matter how rocky the future might be, I had to believe in myself and try my luck in show business. I never did achieve great success, but I was a working actress for many years and I loved what I did. What comforts me is that I can look back and know the outcome of that challenge. It would have been terrible to end my days wondering what might have been.

 



 



Have you followed your dreams in life? Is your job a fulfilling one? It doesn’t have to be a grandiose position for you to give a “yes” response—do you take pride in what you do, and at the end of the work day, do you feel tremendous satisfaction?

If you are in a profession or job that is far from your original goal for your life, can you make a switch? At the very least can you find a way to incorporate elements of that dream into your life now?

As a young girl in China, Dr. Linda Zhang loved to dance. At sixteen she told her parents that she wanted to be a professional dancer. Their reaction mirrored that of my parents: Get a real idea. Instead of becoming a dancer, she became an acupuncturist and a doctor of Oriental medicine, with a large and successful practice. Linda’s passion for dance is fulfilled these days in the myriad number of dance classes she takes each week. Instead of a profession, it’s how she stays in shape.

I know a man who always wanted to be an actor, but he took the more traditional road in life and had a successful career in corporate America. He’s retired now and guess what? He spends his days participating in local community theatre.

Take five minutes and make a list of your passions—or even just one or two things that have always captured your imagination. Then list two or three creative ways you can incorporate your passions into your life today.

 



 



As this week draws to a close, take a look at what you have accomplished. If you are the least bit unhappy at work, you now have a much better understanding of the larger issues at play. You also see clearly the path that led you to your current job. A wonderful word in Eastern philosophy is  maya, or delusion. Often people are unhappy with their jobs for reasons that have nothing to do with the actual set of circumstances they find themselves in. This week we part the veil of maya and face reality. And what would reality be without some magic? Reintroducing a long lost passion into your life can make your very soul sing. Next week we’ll figure out the next step for changing your life. Are you excited?






WEEK TWO


Decide Where You Want to Be 



 






This week, you can


• Set realistic career goals for yourself to accomplish this year . . . and beyond

• Break your goals down into the steps required to fulfill them



 




Time required: Ninety minutes



 



 




WE’VE ALL SEEN THE CHARACTER in movies or on TV who wakes up one day astonished that his life has flown by and he has not accomplished what he set out to do. It’s so easy to identify with him. This week you’re going to craft a plan for the coming year that will give more direction and meaning to your life, so you will never again be in danger of identifying with that archetype when you see him on screen or read about him in books. You’ll be thinking: didn’t he have any goals?




GETTING AHEAD


Let’s look at the most mundane of examples. Most of us greet the New Year with at least five extra pounds. You don’t have to get on a scale—you know the minute you can’t zip up your pants that all those holiday treats have taken refuge on your hips and that you want to do something about it.


Goal: Lose five pounds.

Next, you’d set a target date. Say you want to get rid of these five pounds before a wedding two months away.


Goal with target date: Lose five pounds by March 1.

The key to weight loss is simple and as old as the hills: If you eat less and move more, you could lose one pound a week. After setting your goal, you’d probably research diet and exercise plans before deciding what diet you are going to follow and which exercise you feel you can enjoy. You know you need to stick with both programs to ensure success.


Goal with target date and plan: Lose five pounds by March 1 by following a  low-carb diet every day and jogging three times per week.

Guess what? This simple sequence is the blueprint for achieving all your goals. Figure out what you want, ascertain the steps that will bring them to fruition, and then schedule these steps in a logical way. Grab your notebook and let’s start making sense of your future. After all, that’s what our goals carry us to . . . the future.


Getting Ahead: Your Current Job


Let’s say you’ve been in your current job almost a year. You know your review is coming up in a few months and you want to ask for a raise or a promotion. This situation has two usual traps: self-doubt, and the feeling that if you were appreciated, you would be given a raise without asking. Instead of falling victim, why not plan to achieve your goal? Here’s how your plan might look.


Goal with Target Date: A raise at the end of your performance review in two months.


The Plan: Now that you have a target date, you need to figure out what you will need to present to show that you have earned this raise:

What have I accomplished in the last year? More to the point, what have I accomplished that is above and beyond my job description? Be as specific as possible.

Why am I valuable to the company’s bottom line? What are my unique contributions? A good sales rep’s value to the company, for example, can more easily be judged in dollars and cents. But an executive may also be judged on the extra efforts she makes to promote the company’s standing in the community. An assistant might be evaluated on her ability to keep herself as well as the executives she is assigned to well organized.

What can I do between now and my performance review to improve my position?

Are other people performing my job? Is my pay commensurate with theirs? If not, have they been here much longer than I have?

How does my salary compare to the salary range for my position in the industry?

Does the economy in general or the economic fortunes of my company or both indicate that money for a raise is within the company or corporate budget? For example, if a memo just went out canceling all raises and freezing new hires for the next fiscal year, it may not be the best time to ask for a raise. However, it would not be imprudent to document your contributions to the company. After all, these will have an affect on your ability to make more when the time is appropriate to ask.

What other kind of research can you do to improve your chances? The more homework you do, the stronger your presentation will be.


Getting Ahead: A New Job


Let’s face it. Nothing is forever, not even your current job. I am not advocating that  you leave your job on a whim, but at some point you will outgrow your current situation and need to challenge yourself.


Goal with Target Date: A new job in eight months.


The Plan: Securing a new job is similar to your plan for getting a raise. You have to ask some of the same questions about your achievements and abilities, except now your field has widened.

The big difference is that you will be reaching out to other entities for assistance. If you are devoted to the Internet, you might register at a site like Monster. com. If you have a high-level position and live in a major city, you might register with a headhunter. Perhaps you have family, friends, or colleagues in the area of business in which you’d like to work. It would be prudent to open those lines of communication.

You’d be wise to have all of your ducks in a row (I couldn’t resist) before you go public with your search. If word gets back to your current employer, you may find yourself on the unemployment line before you find your new job. The key once again is preparedness. How current is your resume? Have you documented the contributions you’ve made to your company? We’ll go into both areas in detail in a later chapter. For now, the watchword is simple: create a time frame to pull together all the items that show what a rising star you are!


Getting Ahead: A Career Change


Perhaps an examination of your lost passions in life may spark a desire to change professions altogether. Whatever the impetus, this requires a bit more research.


Goal with Target Date: Change careers in the next eighteen months.


The Plan: Your biggest challenge is to find out what credentials you need to enter this new field of endeavor. Do you already have them or will you need to head back to school? A client of mine is in the middle of just such a quest. She works in an office as an executive assistant, and makes good money, enjoys her colleagues, and has wonderful benefits. However, Fran wants to work with children because she feels that mentoring children will bring her far more satisfaction than helping to sell widgets. Her specific goal is to help the parents of children with disabilities so that they receive all the financial, educational, and psychological help to which they are entitled.

Fran has a bachelor’s degree. Her research revealed that she needs a master’s before she can enter the school system in California as a special education advocate. She is on a three-year plan of transition that includes taking part-time classes at the local community college.

Do you need a bachelor’s degree, an advanced degree, or some specialized training? Do you know which colleges or universities in your area offer the classes you need? Would a move to another city make this career change easier? Can you count on your family to be supportive? They will need their own transition plan if this is the route you take.

Does research sound like a daunting task? Do you feel that you had best stick  with your current job because you just don’t have the time to do this extra work? Let’s reframe the term research so it doesn’t sound so scary. Instead of “doing research,” why not say to yourself, “I am figuring out the details to make my dream a reality.” Who would run from that task?




LOOKING AHEAD: ACHIEVEMENT IN LIFE


If you aren’t sure what dream you want to chase for your life, here are some questions to help flesh out the reality that’s hiding just beneath the surface of your conscious mind. Grab your notebook and have some fun. You’re Indiana Jones on a mission. Cue music!

1. What do you most long to achieve in life? (If you have several things, list them in order of importance.)

2. Is this a realistic and achievable goal?

3. Have you done anything yet to make this goal a reality?If you have, what has stopped you in the past from going all the way to the end?



4. What steps would you need to take now to see this goal as part of the reality of your life rather than a dream?

5. What stands in your way?

 



Please be specific and detailed as you answer these questions.

Here’s an example of how this exercise might look. Janet is a middle manager in a large corporation located in Manhattan.


What do you most long to achieve in life?

I’d like to be part of a company that is working toward transforming the planet, such as Greenpeace. I admire what they do for the environment. And when I was growing up, music was my passion. I’d like to find a way to incorporate it into my life and if possible my work.




Is this a realistic and achievable goal?

Transferring to a “conscious corporation” is a possibility, but it might come with a pay cut. I’m not sure I could make that work and continue to live here in Manhattan. I need to make some calls and research online and see the fiscal reality for positions with such companies. I’d also need to find the headquarters of the top five companies that appeal to me.




Have you done anything yet to make this a reality?

Nope. It has stayed in the dream phase, until now.




If you have, what has stopped you in the past from going all the way to the end?

My parents harp on my need to build my financial security. They don’t support any organizations like this. Their charitable contributions go to medical research because diabetes runs in our family. My dad thinks global warming is a public relations campaign.




What steps would you need to take now to see this goal as part of the reality of your life rather than a dream?

As I noted, I have to check out company headquarters and see if I would enjoy living  in any of the cities involved. If I’ve never been to those cities, I might take some fact-finding weekend trips. In addition to salary and location, I’d need to see the typical available positions in this type of company. Would my current experience and skill set make for an easy transition? I might need some additional training, such as an advanced degree or some classes in law or accounting to boost my resume. In the meantime, I think I’ll do some volunteer work. This will make me feel good about myself and I might snag some contacts!

As for music, I’m not sure. I think I need to work on my career transition first and foremost. I might take some piano lessons. Haven’t done that in years! Or perhaps I could find a school nearby that would be open to my developing a music program as an after-school activity. I’m open to anything!



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/leed_9780786727186_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
ORGANIZED
WORK LIFE

wlelel ol el vl ul &

REGINA LEEDS





OEBPS/leed_9780786727186_oeb_001_r1.jpg
ORGANIZED
WORK LIFE

DOOCOCOCC

REGINA LEEDS





