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About the Book

For many people, a successful work/life balance is frustratingly elusive. Monday mornings fill us with dread, as we face increasingly long hours, constant stress, and the struggle to maintain a decent quality of life. Work/life balance is typically seen as a time-management issue, but that’s not it. Working harder in the little time you have won’t help. What’s needed is a change of attitude and approach, where you can stop tearing your hair out, and go home feeling happy, confident and stress-free. In the process, you will become much more productive, relaxed and an asset to your business. WORK LESS, ACHIEVE MORE shows you how.





Dedication

This book is dedicated to you, the reader, in the hope that it will have a positive impact on your life
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Preface

One winter I had an early meeting in Dublin. The meeting was set for 7.30 a.m. and I was staying out in the suburbs. Dublin traffic has become pretty notorious over the last ten years and so I set off early to make sure I wasn’t late. As it turned out I overcompensated and arrived in central Dublin just before seven.

It was a horrible morning - pouring rain and with a high wind. It was the kind of weather where an umbrella isn’t going to do you any good. The rain will be blowing in from the side and your clothes will be wet before you know it. I parked in one of the city’s Georgian squares and sat listening to the radio, killing time until my meeting.

A few minutes after I arrived, a light went on in the basement of one of the buildings. Shortly after that a car pulled up. A man got out as the rain lashed him. He opened the rear door and, reaching in, took out a bundle, shielded with a coat. It was clearly a small child and he hurried his bundle out of the car and down the steps to what, it turned out, was a playschool or crèche. Moments later a woman got out of the car and followed him down with a second bundle.

I suddenly realised that what was going on was nothing more than the kids being dropped off for their day at playschool.

For the rest of that day and ever since then I have often found myself thinking about that family. Simple questions: What time were they all up at so that they could get their kids there at that time? What time would the kids be collected that evening? And what time would they be home? And have eaten? And eaten what? And gone to bed? How much time would they have spent with each other that day? And how were the four of them when the weekend came? Exhausted? Happy? Relieved?
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And more profound questions: Were the parents happy doing these things? Was this what they really wanted to do with their lives? And what would the kids remember of their childhood? What would the parents remember of the kids’ childhood? And was this the way life has to be in the twenty-first century?

I was reminded of the widely known quote by Thoreau, the American philosopher: ‘Most men live lives of quiet desperation.’ Whenever I thought of this family I remembered this quote. I found myself wondering whether it was accurate or just something that had passed into the collective consciousness. Eventually, one day, I tracked it down and found what Thoreau actually said. ‘Most men live lives of quiet desperation and go to the grave with the song still in them.’ It sent - and still sends - a chill down my spine.

It is for this family, and all similar families, that I have written this book.




Introduction

It is possible to spend less time in work and do at least as good and - almost certainly - a better job. If you’re a manager you can do this and achieve better business performance from your organisation. Outside of work, it is possible to spend more time on the things you really want to spend time on. You can go to work each day and not feel oppressed by the weight of things you have to do. You can work solid, enjoyable days and leave at a reasonable hour. You can have far more time in your life for the things that really matter to you. This is the essence of Work Less, Achieve More. If these ideas appeal to you then you’ve come to the right place.

You may have tried other books, methods or techniques which claimed or promised to do the same thing. You may have attended expensive training courses or bought classy-looking ‘systems’. And yet it may be that you still find yourself working long hours and not getting enough time for the things that are really important to you.

This book is different. It is different for two reasons. First, the core idea of the book is mind-numbingly simple and the techniques that flow from that core idea are equally simple. There are no prescriptive methods or complex flowcharts or forms to be filled out. You don’t have to buy special stationery or organisers or tools. Instead you learn one simple idea, three simple techniques and you’re up and running. And in case you can’t wait to find out, the simple idea is that of ‘not doing things’ and the three simple techniques are:

• Saying ‘no’ nicely;

• Prioritising viciously;

• A little planning is better than a lot of firefighting.





The other reason the book is different is that it is not a one-size-fits-all solution. People are different. Different things work for different people. An idea or method or technique that will transform one person’s life will leave somebody else cold. I have seen this over and over again in teaching this material. Work Less, Achieve More allows for that. It is basically a huge menu of things to try. All of the things on the menu work. All you need to do is to find the stuff on the menu that works best for you.

I have taught these ideas to thousands of people over the last twenty years. They have been used in some fairly spectacular undertakings. For example, the people who planned and executed the Special Olympics World Games - the world’s biggest sporting event in 2003 - were trained in and used these ideas. That event was widely regarded as an outstanding success. So we’re talking thousands of satisfied customers. Nobody has ever phoned me up and said, ‘I tried them and they didn’t work’. You try them; they’ll work for you.

If you’re not happy with the way your life is at the moment, if you want to make a major change in the amount of time you spend at work, readjust your work/life balance or reshape your entire life, this book will give you the tools to do exactly that. It will also - almost certainly - significantly reduce the amount of stress you have in your life.

As I’ve said, the tools are not complicated - they’re very simple and use very simple ideas. But if they’re so simple how come everybody’s not using them? The answer to that question is that to do any of the three things above requires you to change your behaviour. You have to change your habits. And unfortunately there’s probably nothing harder in the world. This book can supply the ideas and the tools but you have to provide the pixie dust - the will to want to change things a little or a lot. You do that and you’re in business.

The book is divided into five parts. Part One ‘Essentials’ describes the basic philosophy and key concepts of Work Less, Achieve More. It also gives you some tools to get you started. Perhaps the single most important concept in Part One is the idea of supply and demand, an idea taken from economics. I show how it also applies to time - your time.

You should read Part Two ‘Your Job’ if you want to spend a lot less time at work or fix your work/life balance. If you do the things I ask you to do in each of these chapters then by the time you complete Part Two, you should  have made the changes you want to make to your working life and to your work/life balance.

Part Three ‘Your Organisation’ does something which I believe is unique in books of this type. People often blame the organisation for which they work for a lack of work/life balance. They blame the culture of the organisation or its management or the sector in which the organisation operates. Part Three shows you that while there may be truth in all of these things, there is usually a more fundamental issue in operation. That issue, once again, is supply and demand - this time viewed at an organisational level. Part Three talks about this issue and what can be done about it. If you are a worker in such an organisation it should explain a lot. If you are a manager in such an organisation you will see how this could all potentially be fixed or certainly improved - and your business performance improved at the same time.

Part Four is entitled ‘Your Life’ and shows you how to extend these ideas to your whole life. If you really want to make real, substantial, lasting change in your life, then this part of the book will enable you to do that.

Finally, both as a way of inspiring and encouraging you and to give you further ideas on how you could use the tools, Part Five is devoted to case studies. These are people who weren’t happy with their work/life balance and decided to do something about it. They used the techniques described in this book and their experiences and achievements are described in Part Five. You can use these to find somebody whose situation is perhaps similar to your own and use their experiences as a guide to help you.


These ideas work. All that’s required from you is to give them a shot. The actor Michael Caine is only one of the people whom I’ve heard say that ‘life is not a rehearsal’. Indeed it’s not. Life is a performance. In fact, for each of us it’s the performance - the only one we’re going to get to give. Make sure you make yours a good one.




PART ONE: ESSENTIALS



The first part of the book gives you: 
• The essential ideas behind working less and achieving more (Chapter 1); 

• Some insights into your own situation (Chapters 2 and 3); 

• Some quick wins (Chapter 2). 





Chapter 2 also contains the first 30-day calendar for you to follow.






CHAPTER 1

The Basic Idea




Time management and extreme time management 

During any given day/week/month/year or indeed, your whole life, there are always a bunch of things contending for your time and attention.

These things come from a variety of sources:
• Things you have to do - your job, the weekly shopping, paying your bills and so on;

• Things you like to do - your hobbies, spending time with your family or friends, travel etc;

• Things you hate to do but have to do anyway - paying your taxes, waiting in queues or traffic jams, that kind of thing;

• Things you would really like to do if you got the chance - that ambition you’ve always secretly (or not so secretly) nursed.





Each of these things wants to be done, wants you to spend your time and effort on it. Think of each of these things as a building block. Now think of the overall pile as a great tower of building blocks tottering its way up to the heavens.

During the corresponding day/week/month/year/life, there is another pile of things. This is the pile of things that you will actually do that day/week/month/year/life. For most people the second pile is many times lower than the first pile. In other words you can’t do everything. Some things get done but many things remain undone.

If you go on a conventional time management course or read a time management book or invest in a time management ‘system’ then - unless it’s a very bad course/book/system - you should be able to improve the amount of stuff you can get through every day.

But time management doesn’t in any way solve the more fundamental problem. How do I make everything in the first pile fit into the second pile? How do I get all this stuff done? How do I marry the demands of my job with those of my family and of the society within which I live and my desire to put time into my hobbies/interests and my personal aspirations for my life? How can I get through this enormous pile of stuff given that there are only twenty-four hours in a day, 365 days in a year and an unknown (but finite!) number of years in my life?

There’s only one answer. It’s simple, it’s obvious and - for many people - it’s utterly terrifying.

The only answer to this question, the only logical solution to this problem is that you’re going to have to find ways to not do a vast amount of things. This is the only way you can ensure that the right things get done - and by ‘right’ I mean the things that are important to you.

Conventional time management plays around the fringes of this problem. It enables you to get a bit more stuff done thereby giving the illusion that you have solved the problem described above. But you haven’t solved the problem, and conventional time management won’t solve it. For that you need something far more radical. If you want to solve this problem you need extreme time management. Extreme time management is the idea that we’re not going to do lots of things.

This, then, is going to be our overall philosophy. And notice that this is not something that is commonly taught. Indeed, quite the opposite. From an early age we are programmed to do things. We start our school life as a child with our teacher giving us things to do which we have to accept. Then, as our school career progresses we get homework, projects, assignments. If we go on to some kind of third-level education we get theses, dissertations, term papers, projects. Finally, we arrive in a job and from then on until we retire, it’s going to be objectives, key results areas, job descriptions - always things we have to do.

But you actually have to be able to not do huge quantities of stuff. Yes, I’m talking to you! You have to develop skills that will enable you to do this. Not doing stuff is as essential a business skill as any other skill you have learned in your career - chairing a meeting, writing a report or anything else.

Extreme time management. Working less but achieving more. If you’re not up for it, then maybe you should read the next section.




On wake-up calls 

In the first case study in Chapter 16, the writer talks of ‘the wake-up call’ and maybe this is something a book like this can do. It can provide a wake-up call. It can open up the vista of other possibilities. But you also may be able to recognise a wake-up call for yourself.

To put it very bluntly, if you find yourself doing what I might call ‘something mad’ in order to keep your current life together, then you should probably consider that as a wake-up call. What is something mad?

The following would all qualify and are only some examples:
• Checking into a hospital accident and emergency department or going to the doctor because you’ve had a panic attack or palpitations;

• Driving dangerously or very dangerously to make some appointment or meeting or commitment;

• Dangerous - to yourself or other people - behaviour generally. Driving with a few too many drinks after work, for example - the drinks taken because of the need to ‘unwind’;

• Really losing control, with a family member or work colleague, over something that - by any objective standard - would not merit it. I’m talking about a situation where the response is out of all proportion to the original issue;

• Engaging in behaviour that would have to be regarded as ‘weird’ if anybody were to see you doing it;

• Feeling that you are ‘on the edge’ and one more thing will tip you over;

• Feeling that some (or all) aspect(s) of the life you are living is/are intolerable by any objective standard.





You get the idea. Life isn’t meant to be like this. Sure, life will have its ups and downs but all of your life isn’t meant to be like this. Life is meant to be joyous and happy and fun and an adventure and full of possibilities.

So, if it isn’t for you, it’s time to do something about it.




The funnel 

Picture yourself at your desk, beavering away. Now imagine that you and your desk are actually inside a giant silo. You sit at the bottom and the top of the silo is open to the sky. People - bosses, peers, work colleagues, loved ones, family members, various officials or employees of government bodies or institutions, you yourself, anybody really - can throw stuff in the top. All of this stuff then falls down onto you where you have to deal with it. You’re probably not so much sitting at your desk as slumped over it, the weight of all these requests on your shoulders and your back.

It seems to me that for many people this is daily reality. They are trapped inside a world where they have to continuously deal with an endless (and probably increasing) stream of stuff dropping onto them.

Now imagine a different picture. This time it’s not a silo; it’s a funnel. The same people throw the same volume of stuff in the top, but now the stuff flows down a funnel. The funnel has three filters in it and these filters screen stuff out so that only certain things get through. This model of the funnel is how we will implement extreme time management. It is how we will not do lots of things. It is how we will work less and achieve more.

Our funnel will contain three filters, as we’ve already said. The three filters are:
• Saying ‘no’ nicely;

• Prioritising viciously;

• A little planning is better than a lot of firefighting.





You can think of the three funnels like this:
• We’re not going to do some stuff at all (saying ‘no’ nicely);

• In fact, we’re only going to do the things which align with our priorities (prioritising viciously);

• And anything we do do, we’re going to make sure we do it with the least amount of effort (a little planning is better than a lot of firefighting).





The three filters are described in Part Two of the book. Before we go there let’s do some preparatory work. It begins in the next chapter where I help you to build your ‘list’.




CHAPTER 2

Your List




Keeping a list 

You need to know and keep track of the stuff that comes at you - the stuff that comes in at the top of the funnel. That’s where keeping a list comes in. You need to keep a list of what needs to be done. Ordinary time management methods/approaches/systems spend a lot of time fretting about the list. Most time management companies, for example, offer a variety of printed forms to keep your list on. Usually these forms come packaged in an important-looking binder that you can carry around with you - in airports, to meetings, in bars to impress people. Some individuals have made a lot of money out of selling these forms and binders - so-called ‘systems’. Well done to them. I wish I had thought of it. The truth, of course, is much simpler. All you need is a piece of paper. Mine is written on the back of a page pulled from a page-a-day diary for 14 February 2008. This is what it said last Monday:
MY LIST

1. Get fit. 

2. Make a living: 

(a) Writing - The Tour; 


(b) Project management training and consulting: 

(i) existing customers; 


(ii) new business. 









3. Increase company revenue by 50%. 

4. Learn a musical instrument. 





Before we go any further I should say at this point that from time to time I’ll be giving you examples like this from my own experience and way of working. I do this not because you need to know lots about me, but for two other reasons.

First, I want to show you how one ordinary person has applied these ideas and made them work. (You’ll see further examples of other people in the case studies.) I don’t know if you’d agree but I think it’s better to have real-life examples rather than made-up ones. Also, I reckon I’m pretty good at this work less, achieve more business. I seem to get lots done. I can tell you that I don’t work long hours and I have a great work/life balance. I’ve achieved this state with the ideas and techniques in this book.

A few things about the list above:
• There is a priority implied in the list. The closer something is to the top, the more important it is. I’ll have lots more to say about priorities in Part Two.

• My list is not all written down. Some of it is in my head. For example, I haven’t written down, ‘Love my wife and children’, and this is actually my first priority. Some people like to have it all written down but for me, that would be a bit too pernickety. Whatever works for you.








Making your list 

Let’s see how you might put together your list.

First, does it need to be written down or not? I think the answer has to be yes. If some of mine isn’t it’s because I’ve become so used to this way of thinking and working, that I don’t need it all to be written down. But if you’re trying to do all of this for the first time, or are trying to put some kind of structure in place, then there’s really no substitute for writing it down.

Next, does it need to be written down in some kind of electronic device (organiser, computer, phone, etc.) or some kind of fancy time management binder or system? It may have sounded earlier like I was rubbishing such aids - I wasn’t. They have their place and work magnificently for some people. But that’s just the point. Different things work for different people.  So, in terms of writing your list, you should choose the tool or tools that will work best for you. Paper, electronic, fancy, simple, some combination of tools - again, whatever works for you.

The next thing about your list that you need to be aware of is that goals - which is what many of the things on your list are - need to be SMART. SMART is an acronym that stands for:
Specific

Measurable

Achievable

Realistic

Time-bound





Here’s what these things mean.
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