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      Tony Crabbe is a business psychologist who works with companies including Microsoft, Disney, News Corporation and HSBC. He focuses on
         how people think, feel and behave at work. Whether working with leaders, teams or organisations, at its core his work is all
         about doing things differently. This means delivering lasting behavioural change by approaching problems in an unusual way.
      

      Tony has a degree in psychology from Edinburgh University and a masters degree in occupational psychology from Birkbeck College,
         University of London where he is now an Honorary Research Fellow. He is more pragmatic than academic. At heart Tony is a translator,
         taking quality research and brilliant thinking from psychology and other fields, and applying them meaningfully to everyday
         career and business challenges. A big thrust of this work is helping people to raise their eyes from the day to day, to think
         and act differently, to produce the business breakthroughs that will propel their careers and their organisations forward.
      

      Tony now works around the world and lives for most of the year on the Mediterranean Coast in Denia, Spain with his wife Dulcie
         and their three children.
      

      Tony wrote this book not as someone who claims to have the solution, but as a fellow sufferer of busyness; someone who also
         struggles with the limitless demands and distractions of today’s world. He wrote this book because he was convinced there
         must be a better response than ‘busy’ to world of too much.
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BUSTING BUSYNESS


      

         ‘As the Buddha said two-and-a-half thousand years ago … we’re all out of our fucking minds’ 1

         Albert Ellis (considered the second most influential psychotherapist in history, 1913–2007)

      



      How long does it take you to reach for your first shot of email each day? This is followed shortly afterwards by a coffee,
         and the day starts in a rush. On the way to work you utilise your time wisely, crunching through more email and messages,
         making the odd call. You hit work at a run, bounce from meeting to meeting, task to task; juggling, responding and executing.
         It feels like demand after demand; you’re drowning but you mustn’t show it. So you plough on, faster, head down, doing, doing,
         doing.
      

      At some point you leave the office, still working you enter your home. Your family are wonderful, but a burden and distraction
         as well. You spend an evening of split attention, email on tap, you get irritated easily. You know, of course, that in principle
         you should switch off and enjoy your time with your loved ones, but you are so busy at the moment. Anyway, you’re doing it
         for them.
      

      You try to relax with wine and the TV and go to bed exhausted (with a final check of the phone for email). Your sleep is shallow;
         your brain is still working and worrying. Tomorrow you’ll wake up un-refreshed.
      

      You can’t escape the feeling that you’re failing as a partner, a parent and a friend; failing to keep up and perform as you’d
         like; failing to lead the life you’d hoped for. You’ve become a little hollow, a little brittle and a little helpless.
      

      The alarm sounds and you reach for your first hit of email …


      ‘Busyness’

      Let me start by explaining what I mean by ‘busyness’ (because this book is no manifesto for laziness). ‘Busyness’ is that
         frenetic, always alert, multitasking that propels us through overburdened lives. It involves being always ‘on’, glancing regularly
         at our phones and jumping from task to task. It is the juggling, cramming, and rushing that makes up so much of our daily
         existence. It is urgency, distraction and exhaustion.
      

      Busyness is bad for your health

      Stress has a clear biological function: it prepares us for action. In fact, it can be seen as a performance enhancer – to
         a degree. And stress isn’t bad for us, in itself. However, for many of us, our sense of being overwhelmed causes us to push
         ourselves to superhuman feats of persistence and production. To get through all we have to do, we fuel ourselves with stress
         (and caffeine). We push, push, push ourselves to stay busy, terrified of dropping the ball; we seldom pause; we seldom recharge.
         We just keep on driving ourselves. The body isn’t designed to be always on; it is not designed for persistent busyness. The
         body is designed for switching between active and passive states: to fire up into an adrenaline-fuelled, alert state; and
         then cool down to a calmer one. Yet the rush of busy isn’t occasional, interspersed with periods of calm and quiet; busy is
         constant. We are flat-lining at full-speed ahead. When we don’t allow this pulsing between on and off, we fail to allow ourselves
         to recover. This causes an ‘allostatic load’ – best described as accelerated wear and tear on the body and brain.
      

      In Japan there is a word for the consequences of extreme busyness: karoshi, which means ‘death from overwork’. Karoshi happens when chronic fatigue, stemming from long hours and persistent stress, leads to stroke and heart disease. For most of us, the results of a busyness-induced allostatic load are much less
         dramatic, but still pretty bad: being ‘always on’ has been linked to reductions in performance, reduced memory, and increased
         health risks of all kinds: cardiovascular disease, reduced immune system performance and an earlier death. One expert in the
         US approximated that 60-90 per cent of all visits to the doctor were stress related2.
      

      Yet, in our frenzy, persistent stress is on the increase globally, with 75 per cent of people in China feeling their stress
         has increased over the last few years and across the globe nearly half of all workers feel their stress has increased over
         the last year3. In Mexico, Russia and Brazil around 70 per cent of women claim to be stressed most of the time4.
      

     Busyness is bad for relationships

      The first victims of busyness are those nearest and dearest to us. We assume that they will understand, so we steal our time,
         our attention and even our affection from them. In most cases, this theft doesn’t kill our relationships with those closest
         to us, but it does hollow them, eating away at them from the inside. For example, in the US, 69 per cent of parents believe
         their stressful, busy lives have no impact on their children; yet 91 per cent of those children disagree, because they experience
         the yelling, absence and distraction5. South Koreans, who work longer hours than in any other country, are becoming too busy to have children; they have the lowest
         childbirth rate of all OECD countries. ‘Raising children when you lead a compulsive, nervous and empty life is a problem’,
         wrote columnist Kim Young-hwan6. South Koreans also lead the world in suicide rates. In India, busy parents struggle to find time with their children, with
         one study finding that fathers spend an average of only seven minutes a day talking to their children, mothers only 11 minutes7.
      

      Busyness is bad for your happiness

      Underlying the drive for success through busyness is often an assumption that more money, more stuff and more status will
         make our lives better; that it is worth putting our values, our relationships and our health on hold while we strive to make
         our lives better. But this is a really dumb idea. Firstly, research has shown that achieving these goals will have very little impact on our wellbeing8. Secondly, the things we sacrifice – relationships, meaning and health – are the only things that can make us feel truly
         happy and that our lives are worthwhile. Thirdly, people who focus on external values – money, stuff and status – are less
         happy and less healthy than people who focus on the things that busyness kills: relationships, personal growth or contribution
         to your community9.
      

      Busyness is bad for your career

      The Industrial Age was all about productivity; it was about doing things more efficiently and quicker and (ideally) better.
         What mattered was activity. Those that worked the hardest and most efficiently succeeded. As the amount of information, communication
         and therefore work has increased, so have our tools for increasing our efficiency. For the first time in history we can work
         whenever we want, wherever we want – and so we do. In doing so, we have become drudges, too busy to lift our heads and do
         the things we know will make a real difference for ourselves or our businesses. We have become commodities producing as much
         stuff as we can. But in a world of ‘too much’, it’s not quantity that counts; it’s probably not even quality. The thing that
         matters is attention and differentiation: people who are able to cut through the frenzy of activity and get noticed. This
         won’t happen if you have your head down.
      

      Busyness is bad for business

      A recent survey of more than 1,500 CEOs across the world by IBM10 identified that the biggest single challenge facing businesses in the coming decade is complexity, which is driven by the
         increasing interconnectedness of global markets. This is not the world these businesses were originally built for, where problems
         are dissected and analysed; where experts provide answers; where diligent workers execute long-term strategic plans; where
         we all know what we’re doing. CEOs worry that their businesses aren’t equipped to deal with a world of constant flux and interconnectivity.
         These are new problems that cannot be addressed by simply refining or adapting old solutions.
      


      When the CEOs were asked what capability was most needed in order to thrive in the new market conditions, they chose a strange
         word – a word which has had little place in the lexicon of business: ‘creativity’.
      

      In the coming decade, the ability to respond to new challenges with genuinely novel and useful solutions will be crucial.
         Businesses need people to step back, imagine fresh possibilities for their business and create entirely new solutions. In
         short, they need people to think. Businesses will need people to look up from their to-do lists, to identify and solve new problems, to create disruptive
         solutions. The problem is, taking the time to think and imagine is the last thing that’s likely to happen among a frantically
         busy workforce. People have too many emails to respond to, too many meetings to attend and too many objectives to deliver.
      

      Why we think we’re busy

      We feel we are busy because of the demands on our time: our inbox and our to-do list are bulging, a huge amount of people
         expect things from us, and our organisations are trying to do more with fewer people. We tell ourselves that ‘next year will
         be better’ – more in hope than in expectation. The pressure doesn’t stop when we get home, with a seemingly endless list of
         tasks and responsibilities awaiting us there.
      

      Why we’re really busy

      

      • Lack of control: we give up our sense of control and feel helpless in the face of so many demands.
      

      • Lack of choice: we are too lazy to think of alternatives; busyness seems the easiest option.
      

      • Lack of boundaries: the boundaries of time and space which separated work from life are gone; we won’t achieve mastery over our lives unless
         we learn to draw the line.
      

      • Lack of focus: we focus on busyness as a success strategy, rather than on what will make an impact; because of this we fade into the background.
      

      • Lack of meaning: when we become busy, we disconnect from what really matters to us; we feel empty, and we fill this emptiness with more busyness.
      

      • Lack of confidence: we are anxious, so we take a defensive, busy approach rather than a more positive and individual one.
      

      • Lack of momentum: we know we should live and work differently; yet days, weeks, months and years pass and we fail to make the required changes.
         Our lives pass us by, our relationships wither and our careers stall – not because we don’t know what we need to do, but because
         we don’t do it.
      





      Busyness isn’t essential. Yes, there is a lot to do, but believing you’re always busy because you have so much to do is both
         false and unhelpful. Busyness is a normal response to a world of too much, but it isn’t the only response.
      

      Too much

      We live in a world of too much: too much to do, too much information and too much insecurity. In the time it has taken you
         to read the first few paragraphs of this book, 200 million emails have been sent. In the last minute, three days’ worth of
         content has been uploaded to YouTube. In the last second, 10 people have discovered the internet and email for the first time
         and are now adding to the noise. We live in an age where computing power and internet connection speeds are increasing exponentially
         along with sheer quantity of information, and entertainment. David Foster Wallace, the award-winning novelist and chronicler
         of modern life, described our environment as one of ‘Total Noise’11, in which we are constantly bombarded with the ‘seething static’ of limitless information, communication and choice. In this
         world of too much we are simultaneously overstimulated and bored; enriched and empty; connected yet isolated and alone.
      

      For information workers, the last 20 years have felt like drinking from a water fountain that has become a fire hose. The
         simple fact is that, as our tools for productivity improve, we produce more. As it becomes easier to communicate, we communicate
         more. As the world becomes more international, more people join the global conversation. As technology increases efficiency,
         so organisations expect more from fewer people. As we feel more insecure, we hide behind the protective force field of our busyness. Every action we take, every email we send, has a consequence for someone else.
         So as we are all able to do more; we create more work for others; who in turn are doing more; which means we all have more
         and more demands on us.
      

      You can’t change the fact of ‘too much’

      The simple fact is that ‘too much’ is here to stay, and will worsen each year. There is an inevitability to the increase of
         this overload. Year on year you will receive more electronic communication, be exposed to more information and be expected
         to be on top of more stuff. You will receive even more emails next year. None of us is going to turn the technological clock back 30 years, and our organisations
         are unlikely to start saying ‘Relax! Don’t do as much work!’. We need to figure out a different response.
      

      For the whole of human history we’ve been living in a world of scarcity. When there is too little, we constantly strive for
         more. Whether food, stuff or information, we try and get as much as we can. This applies in the workplace too. The basic principle
         of agriculture, manufacture and even office life has been productivity. So we play the ‘More’ game. At work, we assume we’ll
         succeed by communicating more, producing more and working more. In our personal lives we feel we’ll be happier by acquiring
         more, earning more or having more status. We’re dead wrong on both counts. In a world of too much, ‘More’ no longer works
         as a strategy professionally or personally.
      

      Beyond ‘busy’

      I guess it is clear by now that I want to reframe the way we talk about being ‘busy’; I want to marginalise it; I want to
         kill ‘busy’ as a brand. However, I am even more interested in the positive. What does moving beyond ‘busy’ mean?
      

      The opposite of being ‘busy’ is not relaxation, since even in much of our non-work time we skim and skip between family commitments,
         social media and digital consumption. The opposite of busyness in today’s world is sustained, focused attention: deep engagement
         in conversations and activities that really matter to us. It is taking the time to think, to amble and to plunge into the moment.
      

      There are four essential elements to moving beyond busyness, which I explore in the four main sections of this book. They
         are strategies to combat split-attention busyness as well as a goal in themselves.
      

      Mastery

      Learned helplessness happens when people are continually subjected to unpleasant things over which they feel they have no
         control. After a while they give up trying to change or escape from the unpleasantness (even if they have the chance); all
         they try to do is cope, stoically. A lot of busyness is driven by a sense of helplessness; a feeling that we have no control;
         that everyone’s doing it … so we just have to keep pushing on.
      

      To move beyond busyness we have to start by regaining a sense of mastery over our lives. To do this we need to address the
         two main underlying causes of busy: lack of control and lack of choice. My view is that these are foundational; unless they
         are addressed, it is hard to move forward. This section will show you how to build a sense of control back into your life;
         take responsibility for making choices about how you live and what you do; and will show you how to set boundaries to protect
         you from the flood of demands and information.
      

      Focus

      One of the drivers of busyness stems directly from applying an Industrial-Age work ethic to a world of too much: a constant
         striving to increase personal productivity through more activity and efficiency. In so doing, we inadvertently prioritise
         doing ‘stuff’ ahead of focusing on the core things that will make a real difference. In a world of too much, success is not
         about producing more, but making an impact. As long as we play the ‘More’ game, we are playing the wrong game.
      

      Thriving is more than just having a good work–life balance and not being overwhelmed. Thriving is also about succeeding in
         your career. This section will focus in-depth on how to succeed and will propose an alternative to busyness as a brand. It
         will outline three key areas of focus to move to a career strategy that doesn’t rely simply on building a brand around busyness. Specifically it will address applying a business strategy to your career; on using what
         we know about the brain to think (and focus) better; and to make more of an impact in your organisation, and so differentiate
         yourself.
      

      Engagement

      Busyness can cause us to disengage from the people, values and activities that are important to us. Disengagement doesn’t
         happen suddenly. It happens as a result of a persistent lack of attention to the things that really matter to us, whether
         that is loved ones, values or pastimes. As we disengage, our ability to re-energise ourselves, our ability to stay positive
         is diminished. Disengagement is also not just an effect of busyness; it’s also a cause: busyness makes us disengage, which,
         in turn, creates emptiness in us – which we fill with further busyness.
      

      This section will address three key ways to re-engage with your work and life; ways to banish the greyness and bring back
         the colour. First it will talk about redefining success in a way that is more closely connected to your core values – what
         really matters to you. Then it will explain how to replace the transient buzz of busyness with the more nourishing, sustaining
         joy of deep engagement. Finally, in a world where we’re connected to thousands of people, it will discuss which relationships
         really matter and how to deepen them.
      

      Momentum

      Part of the challenge in moving beyond busy is that, even if you totally agree that you should make the change, you’re too
         busy to find the time and energy to do anything about it! In addition, change is hard; moving from good intention to sustained
         habit is far from automatic.
      

      This section is dedicated to helping you get momentum working for you, to make this change, creating the impetus, energy and
         clarity to move to a life less busy; a more focused and engaged life, where you feel the master of your own destiny.
      

      The first step is to move beyond the fear-induced defensive busyness to a more progressive, positive approach where you can
         start to create forward momentum, with confidence. The final chapter will then share what we know from psychology about how
         to change behaviour: the tricks of the trade for turning good intentions into sustainable habits. It will share some concrete ideas to make lasting shifts and to get more from your willpower, so you can
         become less busy and more fulfilled.
      

      It’s not easy

      I wrote this book because I struggle with busyness. Yes, I thought I had some ideas on the subject; I also believed there
         was some great research that hadn’t yet been pulled together to address what is, for me, one of the biggest blights on modern
         life. But I really wrote the book to help myself. It is a true ‘self-help’ book. Busyness for me is a constant lure, a constant
         challenge. I have to fight to regain mastery, to focus and to engage. I persistently need to remind myself to step away from
         the herd and follow the subtle call of my individuality. I can’t pretend to have always won the battle this year. The irony
         for me is that the year I wrote a book called ‘Busy’ has been, by far and away, my ‘busiest’ consulting year ever. I have
         been pushed to make hard choices and to really focus my time and attention. I haven’t always got it right. A bit like an alcoholic
         who gives up drink yet remains a lifelong alcoholic, I suspect, for as long as I work, I will battle with busyness.
      

      That may sound wearisome, but the busyness battle is a great one – and this is one of the big insights I’ve gained while researching
         and writing this book: beating busyness isn’t about quick tips, or time management techniques. Most of the tips I had initially
         lined up to be in the book were discarded after I found they didn’t help me. Beating busyness is incredibly simple, but not
         always easy. It is about focusing on the things that matter; on being present in the moment or with people you care for. It’s
         about being uniquely you. To help you to make that shift, I have drawn on great research and thinking in psychology. Some
         of this research is directly applicable to the topic. Most of it isn’t. In some cases, it is better to see the research stories
         as metaphors as much as evidence: I have used the research to highlight underlying psychological processes that I feel are
         relevant in the fight against busy, to tell stories that illustrate why we do things, and how we can respond differently.
         Mostly, I have used research where I think it helps generate real insight into a better way of responding in the face of too
         much.
      

      Beating busyness isn’t easy, but it’s a fight worth having. The harder you struggle against the broiling froth of demand, the harder you resist the lure of the immediate, or the call of
         the ping or ring, the clearer you become about what really matters to you. Active resistance against the norm of mediocrity
         builds your commitment to your cause.
      

   



      
      GETTING STARTED








      

      Too busy to read this book?


      The fact that you bought this book implies that you’re busy. You’re possibly also feeling overwhelmed, like a pressure cooker

         about to explode. If that is the case, how on earth do you make time to read this book, let alone apply the principles I discuss?

         So here are 12 simple suggestions to let off some of that steam. They will help you to do less, do things quicker, or feel

         more in control. These suggestions will not solve the underlying problem, but they should help you to create enough space

         and time to read, digest and apply the deeper strategies that will make a real difference to your life.

      


      1. Use the word ‘because’


      There is a magic to the word ‘because’. Research by Ellen Langer, Professor of Psychology at Harvard University, found that

         simply using the word ‘because’ in a request doubles the likelihood that you will get what you want1. In this study, the word ‘because’ didn’t need to be followed by anything meaningful; just including the word ‘because’ makes

         the listener respond as though there must be a good reason.

      


      Doing less work often starts with influencing people around us. Whether you are saying ‘no’ to a request, or explaining why

         you will be leaving work on time (rather than at 8.00pm), or asking permission to delay the deadline for a piece of work,

         if you include ‘because’ your argument will be seen as more rational and acceptable.

      


      2. Switch off


      The brain is not built for constant busyness. One very small, but interesting study into the impact of being ‘always on’ (via

         phone and email) at the University of London suggested that it can reduce IQ as much as smoking cannabis or losing a night’s sleep2. While we can’t draw too many conclusions from the above study, we do know the brain needs its down time. Gary Small, Professor

         of Psychiatry at UCLA, comments that, while there can be a short-term buzz from being hyper-connected, long-term it can lead

         to depression and impaired cognition.

      


      Give your brain a break; be deliberate and intentional when you ‘check in’ on mail and messages. Set specific times aside

         to do it in a focused way, rather than constantly grazing … and certainly don’t check email just before bed (the world will

         survive without you for a few hours!).

      


      3. Turn off the notifier


      Research into office workers has found that they hopscotch between tasks, changing activity on average every three minutes3. Whenever we switch tasks the brain needs to re-orientate itself to the new rules of the game. David Meyer, Professor of

         Psychology at the University of Michigan, suggests that jumping backwards and forwards between even just two tasks increases

         the time taken for overall completion by up to 40 per cent.

      


      One of the biggest culprits for gratuitous task-switching is the email or IM notifier. How many of us can resist the allure

         of the ‘ping’ that announces a new message from the world out there? Yet in taking a peek, we distract ourselves and reduce

         our efficiency. In recognition of this phenomenon, Microsoft have built an internal app called ‘Thinking time’, which allows

         staff to turn off all their email, IMs and VOIP (online calls) for a specified amount of time to allow them to think.

      


      4. Kill a meeting


      Meetings are a major source of busyness. They are on the increase, and have been increasing steadily in frequency and duration

         since the 1960s. Some surveys show that middle managers can spend up to 50 per cent of their time in meetings4. Yet, the value of many of these meetings is questionable. One study performed a careful value analysis of 7,000 managers

         in a major company and found that poor planning and management of meetings was costing the business $54 million annually5. American multinational, 3M, estimated the inefficiency of their middle-manager meetings was costing them $79 million annually6. Interestingly, there may be additional indirect costs: Michael Doyle and David Straus, authors of the bestselling book How to Make Meetings Work7, have identified something they call ‘meeting recovery syndrome’ – the time it takes to regain our focus and composure following

         a (rubbish) meeting.

      


      So, do yourself and your organisation a favour: kill a meeting this week. Identify at least one meeting that you can either

         cancel or simply not attend.

      


      5. Think of the time … and double it


      How do you establish whether you will be able to do something? We think about how long it will take, about all the things

         we already have on our plate, and we make a judgement; and we get it wrong, persistently. To show this, one study asked college

         seniors students to estimate when they would finish their thesis8. They were also asked to estimate when fellow students would finish, many of whom they didn’t know too well. Students massively

         underestimated when they would finish their own work, but pretty accurately judged the completion date for colleagues. This

         is something known in psychology as the Planning Fallacy. We overestimate how much we can do; endowing ourselves with greater

         intellectual and focusing capabilities than we really have, and ignore all the contextual factors that could get in our way.

      


      So, next time you are asked to do something, assess how much ‘spare time’ you have for this task given all your other commitments;

         then halve it. Next assess how long you think this new task will take; then double it. Now you can make a better-informed

         judgement over whether to take it on.

      


      6. Watch the clock


      How much work do you get through on the day before you go on holiday? Loads, I imagine. Research shows that when we are more

         aware of time, such as just before a holiday, we are significantly more productive9. So the suggestion is simple, if you want to crunch through a lot of stuff in a short amount of time, make yourself more aware of time. For example, get a very big clock and put it where

         you can see it easily, or set little alarms for every 30 minutes: it will feel like time is expanding!

      


      7. Finish on time


      Do you have a spare room? Is it empty? The fact is, there is something inherent in human nature that, when given space, we

         fill it10. Giving yourself a clear time to finish (whether a deadline for a project, or a time to leave work) helps in two ways. Firstly,

         as suggested above, it raises our time awareness, creating a goal. Secondly, it stops us creating space and time in our diaries,

         because things will always fill up that time.

      


      8. Start quicker


      In 1927, a Gestalt psychologist called Bluma Zeigarnik was sitting in a Vienna coffee house with a group of friends. They

         ordered a few rounds of drinks, yet the waiter never wrote down their order. Zeigarnik was intrigued by this, and, after the

         bill was paid and the group had left the coffee house, she returned. On questioning the waiter, she found that he could no

         longer recall what drinks had been ordered by her group. One way of interpreting this is that the brain works with open and

         closed ‘files’. Once the bill had been paid, the waiter closed the file and forgot it. This has become known as the Zeigarnik

         effect (and people tend to be twice as likely to remember things in open files than in closed ones).

      


      You can use the Zeigarnik effect to get started more quickly (and procrastinate less) by ‘opening your file’ on a subject

         early. The things we normally procrastinate over are the big, difficult or creative tasks, but you can overcome this tendency

         by opening the file on a job a few days before you actually need to begin the work. In practice, this simply involves starting

         work on the problem for about 20 minutes, possibly in the form of a mind map. Then leave your subconscious to work its magic;

         when you finally begin the task in earnest, your thinking and ideas will really flow.

      




      9. Clear your head


      I recently changed my life – well, the performance of my computer anyway! It drives me crazy when my laptop starts to get

         slower and slower, freezing and crashing. So I wiped the hard drive and reinstalled everything. In essence I cleansed the

         system of all the unwanted software and cookies. In doing this, I freed up the processor to focus all its power on what I

         actually want it to do. It’s now working perfectly again.

      


      The brain works very similarly. We have a very limited processing power at any time. Any thoughts, worries or ideas that you’re

         holding onto are reducing your processing speed. So don’t. I read David Allen’s book Getting Things Done11 and the thing that made a real difference for me was this: create a brain dump. Find a way of getting things out of your

         head, of cleansing your system. For most people this means capturing things in either a notebook or their smartphone. There

         are three crucial elements to this. First, whatever you use to record ideas should always be with you. Second, don’t try to

         analyse or sort things as you capture them (because that’s distracting you from your current task) – simply write them down.

         Third, make a habit of going through your brain-dump list regularly (for me this is once a day). It’s amazing how liberating

         it is to be able to get stuff out of your head, with the confidence it will be dealt with.

      


      10. Hold on a minute


      Imagine every time you put your shoes on, you had to work out how to tie your laces, as if for the first time. You wouldn’t

         achieve much. Fortunately, with most things, once we have learned how to do them, the process is submitted to memory and it

         becomes a simple ritual. This automation is one of the core capabilities of the brain. However, it can sometime leave us doing

         things ineffectively. Mental processing has been split into System One (automatic, fast, intuitive, easy) and System Two (conscious,

         slow, rational and hard). When we are busy, we rely more strongly on System One automation, racing into the task following

         the normal pattern of activity.

      


      How often have we wasted hours or weeks of work because we didn’t think things through before we started? It isn’t simply

         a question of planning; it’s also about re-creating. It’s about taking a moment to challenge the process, the purpose or the outcome before diving in. As an incredibly simple example of this, I recently

         realised I was spending hours a week writing proposals and reports for clients. I steadfastly refuse to write ‘standard’ reports

         because that goes against my business principles. So I took a minute to ask myself, ‘Is there another way?’ The solution was

         obvious – once I took the time to look for it: I changed my reports from Word documents to PowerPoint presentations; increased

         the visuals, and decreased the word count by about 80 per cent. Clients loved them, and I have saved hours a week.

      


      How could you take a minute to save hours?


      11. Take a (good) break


      We all know we should take a break every now and then, but do some breaks make more of a difference than others?


      There is an old saying, ‘a change is as good as a rest’; but research suggests ‘a change is a rest’12. Breaks are costly if you are incredibly busy; they rob us of time when we have precious little to give. So, if you are going

         to take a break (and I, of course, suggest you do), make sure it’s a valuable one. Make it different to what you’ve been doing:

         scatter when you have been focused; be physical if you’ve been stuck in your head; have a rambling chat if you’ve been silently

         producing; and be careful about more coffee if you’re already revved up!

      


      12. … and smile


      Busy is not just a fact, it’s also an experience. We get into spirals of activity; we feel under pressure, so we rush, which

         makes us feel under pressure … The final quick fix is simple: don’t take it all too seriously! Wear your life more lightly.

         There is a ridiculousness to much in ourselves and our lives; we notice this with startling clarity at times of major crisis,

         but are blind to it for most of our lives. We see only the calamitous consequences of non-delivery in our immediate lives,

         and, as Harvard psychologist Daniel Gilbert has found, we see our possible future through the rosiest possible glasses. So,

         caught between immediate fear and future hope, we get deadly serious (and a little dull).

      




      Why don’t you smile instead? Smiling is good for you: it reduces stress, lowers blood pressure and releases endorphins. As

         Ron Gutman, founder and CEO of HealthTap, announced in his TED (Technology, Entertainment, Design) talk13, a single smile stimulates the brain as much as 2,000 chocolate bars, or as much as receiving £16,000. People think you are

         more competent and remember you better when you smile. You may even live longer if you smile more: in one of my favourite

         studies, those players on old baseball cards who weren’t smiling in their profile photo lived, on average, 72.9 years; those

         with a little smile lived 75 years; but those who were beaming lived 79.9 years14!

      


      Yet only a third of adults smile more than 20 times a day (20 times less than children). No matter how much stuff you have

         to do, you may feel less busy if you smile [image: image].

      




   





            
      Section One

[image: Image]

      MASTERY


            
      You are not busy because there is too much to do. It is true, there is too much to do. It is also true that this will never
         change, and in fact, in the exponential world we live in, it is certain that next year you will have more coming at you than
         this year. If we start from the assumption, as I do, that we can’t get it all done, then we have to ask ourselves what makes
         us keep trying to achieve the impossible.’
      

      
      My answer is that we don’t have mastery over our lives. I don’t say we have ‘relinquished mastery’ because I’m not sure we
         ever had it. Before ‘too much’ we could allow our environment to dictate our activity and attention, because our environment
         was limited, and had natural boundaries between work and non-work. Now we have handed mastery of our lives to the world of
         too much, via our smartphones and other screens; and it’s a merciless dictator.
      

      
      Every generation has challenges it must resolve. The challenge facing us all today is how we learn to gain mastery over the
         infinite, the endless and the ceaseless. How do we regain a sense of control when we can no longer control our environment?
         How do we make choices in the face of limitless possibilities? These are the questions we must wrestle with to gain mastery.
         These are the questions addressed in the section.
      

      
      Learned helplessness

      
      In a University of Pennsylvania laboratory back in 1967 some unfortunate dogs were being trained using electric shocks. While
         observing them, Martin Seligman, now Professor of Psychology and the founder of the field of positive psychology, noticed
         something unexpected1. Typically you would expect any sensible dog to seek to avoid the pain of an electric cattle prodder if possible. Yet, after
         repeated shocks, the dogs appeared to give up trying to escape from the pain, even when they had the opportunity: they simply
         lay down and whined. Why would they do that?
      

      
      
      This observation led Seligman to develop the concept of learned helplessness. At times, humans, as well as animals, seem to give up any attempt to change their situation. They accept their role as victims
         and their total inability to do anything about it. Their only coping strategy is to be stoical, putting up with the pain or
         unpleasantness with the minimum fuss possible.
      

      
      I see this attitude in many people I work with today. They recognise they are too busy, yet they don’t feel they can do anything
         about it. They may feel they have little control over their lives; they may not feel they have a choice; or they may be crippled
         by fear and anxiety. Whatever the cause, they become helpless and give up any hope of making a change. Any energy they exert
         is to help cope with – not change – their situation: revving up with caffeine, cooling down with alcohol; ‘vegging’ in front
         of the TV with a pizza or chocolate; hot baths and candle … Silently they anaesthetise themselves into inactivity, explaining
         to anyone who will listen (and most of all themselves) that there is no other way.
      

      
      Embrace opportunity

      
      The sense of being overwhelmed can paralyse us from making tough choices. When we are stretched and exhausted, we don’t have
         the energy to risk doing things differently. Busy becomes the natural response when we have a lot to do; it is the choice-free
         option, since it is the social norm; and it appears to be a low-risk choice.
      

      
      However, we lose a lot when we opt for the ‘safe’ option of busy. The world of ‘too much’ is also one of amazing opportunity;
         we live at a time in history where we have more options open to us than at any other time in history. When we are hunkered
         down in our protective shell of busyness it’s hard to grasp these chances. As we allow ourselves to feel victims in the face
         of exponentially increasing demands, we take the obvious, busy path of greyness and close our eyes to more exciting, more
         rewarding and more important options. When we achieve mastery over our lives again, we will be able to chart our own course
         despite being busy. Mastery is about taking a positive approach to a world of abundant opportunity; not helplessly coping
         with a world of too much.
      

      
   



            
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Feel more in control

      
      On August 17, 2000, Darrick Doerner was riding his Jet Ski in some of the roughest, most dangerous waves in the world: Tahiti’s
         Teahupo’o break. Described as a freak of hydro-dynamics, Teahupo’o creates waves of almost unimaginable power and ferocity
         – pummelling tubes of water which crash onto a shallow, razor sharp reef. You might think Doerner was nuts, but what about
         the man he was towing behind him! Laird Hamilton, his feet strapped to a surfboard, was being accelerated onto a wave that
         was too big and too fast to catch without a tow, a wave that even to a veteran of big wave surfing was a once in a lifetime
         phenomenon. Doerner realised the wave was deadly and turned to shout, ‘Don’t let go of the rope,’ only to see that Hamilton
         had already released it.
      

      
      Hamilton raced down the face of the wave, keeping just ahead of the collapsing barrel. The wave was so potent, he started
         to get sucked up the wave. Surfers often drag their forward hand in the water for balance; in this case, balance wasn’t what
         he needed, he needed to avoid climbing to the treacherous, collapsing crest. In the moment, Hamilton improvised, sticking
         his trailing hand in the water to slow his rise, and safely rode out the monster. As the wave collapsed Hamilton disappeared,
         seemingly caught in the explosion, only to emerge, after agonising moments, still standing.
      

      
      When a photo of Hamilton on this wave appeared on the cover of Surfer magazine, it ran with the simple caption ‘oh my god …’. Hamilton had just surfed the heaviest wave ever ridden. It is commonly accepted that this ride affected the course of surfing
         history. It changed the collective perception of what is possible in surfing and secured Laird Hamilton’s reputation as the
         greatest big-wave rider of all time.
      

      
      Like the waves at Teahupo’o, the information tsunami leaves us feeling insignificantly small and powerless. There was a time,
         in the not so distant past, when ‘being on top of things’ was not only realistic, but expected. Those days are gone. We have
         to let go of our fantasy of getting back in control through better organisation; there is just too much information and too
         many demands on us. Buffeted by wave after wave of demands, we become overwhelmed, defeated and even begin to feel guilty.
         Accept it; you will never, ever be in control of everything again.
      

      
      However, you could feel a greater sense of control by adopting a different mental model – a new way of thinking about control that’s more suited
         to a world of too much. The control that I’m talking about is less like that of the meticulous wedding planner, managing everything
         like clockwork, and more like Laird Hamilton, skilfully and joyfully carving out a great ride in the face of Poseidon’s might.
         Facing the full force of the ocean’s power, Hamilton was never going to control that wave, but neither was he overwhelmed
         by it.
      

      
      Control is important. In one study, elderly residents of a care home were given some influence over their environment: they
         could make three choices about their furniture or what was in their bedroom. In the group with this extra level of control,
         the number of deaths was halved! The link between control and demands was shown by Robert Karasek, (now Professor of Work
         Environment at the University of Massachusetts, Lowell) back in 19791. Simply put, if we feel in control when we have a lot of demands on us, we experience a lot less stress than if we feel we
         have little control. Control is also linked to optimism and the feeling that we will be able to manage, and thrive.
      

      
      This chapter explores how to meet ‘too much’ with a different response to that suited for previous generations. It will help
         you to identify where control can come from, and explain how to rebuild a sense of control over your life, so you can take
         the first step back towards mastery. It will walk through three strategies for changing your response so that you feel more in control: how to let go of your desire to control the uncontrollable; how to move from
         a sense of drowning to deep immersion; and how to feel more control in the face of chaos. Collectively, these strategies can
         help you to start to enjoy the ride again.
      

      
      Letting go

      
      

         ‘By letting it go it all gets done. The world is won by those who let it go. But when you try and try, the world is beyond
               the winning. When I let go of what I am, I become what I might be.’ Lao Tzu

      



      
      In the case of busy people, learned helplessness creeps in when everything we try seems to leave us in the same place: overwhelmed
         and struggling to keep our heads above water. How many different time-management techniques, new systems or pieces of technology
         have you adopted in order to get back in control? How many nights have you worked late to try to catch up? Yet nothing we
         do seems to bring our work and our lives back into control for anything more than a short period. Disillusioned that our responses
         are not changing the outcome, we go into coping mode: we put our heads down and struggle on; victims of ‘too much’, we become
         controlled by our environment. It’s time to let go of your dependence on inputs. Let them wash by you, and instead focus on
         your outputs.
      

      
      Inputs and outputs

      
      I like to keep things simple by viewing the demands of modern life in terms of ‘inputs’ and ‘outputs’. To describe the stuff
         that comes your way in the form of tasks, information and expectations, I’ll use the word ‘inputs’. These include emails,
         meeting invites and delegated tasks. ‘Outputs’, on the other hand, are the things you do. Many of us find our outputs are
         driven by our inputs. Think how much of your daily activity at work is driven by inputs: you respond to emails because they
         have been sent to you; you attend meetings because you have been invited; you join a project because you were asked. Time
         and again I hear clients describe the causes of their actions from an external perspective. Their outputs are primarily an attempt to get on top of their inputs. This is the wrong
         approach for three reasons:
      

      
      

         1 We have absolutely no control over the demands that hit us. Since we have no control over these, and can never control them,
            why should we feel held to ransom by them?
         

         2 In an exponential world, the inputs will continue to increase, but your ability to do it all will not. So at some point
            you will fail or collapse. Like the surfer, we might watch in wonder as the waves roll by us, but the quantity or frequency
            of the waves shouldn’t worry us. We should simply consider which ones we want to catch.
         

         3 Your inputs are relatively random; unprioritised, they have little or no connection to what you hope to achieve. We have
            to lose the direct connection between the quantity of demands thrown at us and the quantity of our response; we have to let
            go of our input dominance.
         

      



      
      Laird Hamilton’s ride didn’t start, it couldn’t start, until he let go. It was the simplest thing to do: all he did was open
         his fingers. Yet, it wasn’t a natural act to let go of the relative safety of a motorised tow to drop into the abyss. Letting
         go in a world of too much is essential and it is simple; but it takes optimism.
      

      
      Staying optimistic

      
      In the shock experiment about a third of the dogs who had no control did not develop learned helplessness2. Apparently they didn’t lose hope because they had what in psychological literature is called a different ‘explanatory style’
         (though don’t ask me how they tested that in dogs!). In simple language, our explanatory style determines how we explain events
         to ourselves. Those dogs with a different explanation had a different response.
      

      
      Building on his work around learned helplessness, Martin Seligman started to look on the bright side and began exploring subjects
         such as optimism. This gave birth to the field of positive psychology. The essential difference between optimists and pessimists,
         he found, was the way they explained experiences and events. The optimist would explain good things as being due to themselves and their actions; bad things they would see as
         caused by external factors such as chance or other people. Pessimists, on the other hand, would blame bad things on their
         personal failings, and good things would be seen as down to chance or because of other people3.
      

      
      When you can’t do everything, you might feel you are to blame in some way. You might explain the cause of this failure as
         being you: your lack of time-management skills, effort or ability. Our organisations help us to reinforce these beliefs (subtly
         and often not explicitly); it’s our fault, we should be more efficient and better organised. I don’t agree.
      

      
      A healthier, more optimistic explanation of this would be to recognise the reality of the situation: the quantity of inputs
         is entirely beyond your control; you can do nothing about it. There is an external cause of our inability to get on top: we
         can’t do everything because there is simply too much to do. Full stop.
      

      
      You are not to blame for too much, so you should let go of your guilt for not doing it all. It’s not your fault.

      
      Acting ‘as if’

      
      If you recognise a tendency to allow too much of your activity, time and attention to be dominated by inputs rather than outputs,
         what can you do? No matter how convincingly I’ve argued my case about the way you should respond to inputs, and even if you
         agree intellectually, I am unlikely to have shifted your deep-seated beliefs or fears, formed and reinforced over a lifetime.
         These underlying beliefs are not always conscious, and they are pretty resistant to change. Yet these beliefs drive your choices
         and actions. To change behaviour, we often need to go beyond compelling arguments: we have to shift the deeper beliefs; to
         shift these beliefs, it helps to change behaviour!
      

      
      People often think the way to change behaviour is to alter beliefs first, but I find that often the best way to shift behaviour
         in the longer term is to act ‘as if’ your deep beliefs were already aligned with the shift you want to make.
      

      
      There is a concept in social psychology called cognitive dissonance, which describes our desire for consistency between our
         various beliefs, or between our beliefs and actions. So, if we consistently act in a particular way, it is cognitive dissonance
         which shifts our beliefs to align with our actions. Let’s imagine you were trying to choose between a Ford Focus and a Seat
         Ibiza. You carefully weigh up the pros and cons of both choices. In the end, you still believe that both cars are equally
         suited to you. Even though you have no clear preference, you pick one. Over the coming months, you get into your Seat Ibiza
         every day; this behaviour tells your brain that you have a strong preference for the Seat, so your brain responds: in a short
         while you find it hard to imagine you ever even considered a Focus! Our beliefs fall in line with our behaviour. The brain
         reasons thus: if I really believe that the Focus is as good as the Ibiza, why am I getting into an Ibiza every day? Since
         the action seems inconsistent (to the brain at least) with a belief that both cars are equally good options, a tension is
         created. It’s at this point that cognitive dissonance kicks in; it shifts your belief to resolve the tension between your
         actions and your beliefs. Hey presto – in no time you think the Focus is rubbish.
      

      
      Following this reasoning, if we want to change behaviour sustainably, behaviour that is driven by underlying beliefs, we might
         do worse than to start acting ‘as if’ we currently held the desired beliefs. So what might you do if you were acting ‘as if’
         inputs should not drive your daily activity? What would you do differently if you accepted that you couldn’t do it all, and
         that doing it all is counter-productive for your career and your happiness? What would you do differently if you genuinely
         believed that you would add most value by focusing on what you wanted to achieve, what you thought was most important?
      

      
      When I ask these questions of clients I get some common (and obvious) responses such as:

      
      

         • I would only turn on my email twice a day.

         • I would not turn my email on, or listen to voicemails, for the first few hours every day.

         • I would work from home once a week to avoid distraction.

         • I would reduce the number of meetings I go to.

      



      
      What would your answer be?

      
      What matters is not the originality of the ideas, but that whatever you identify is simple and that you do it; repeatedly. The importance of this might not be obvious straight away, but by making a commitment you are slowly retraining
         your prioritisation system away from input dominance; you’re slowly extracting yourself from the hypnotic pull of reactivity.
      

      
      Moving from drowning to immersion

      
      When Laird Hamilton let go of the rope and dropped onto that wave, he wasn’t worrying about his inbox, or his board-shaping
         business, or what he would buy for dinner that night. He was focused, 100 per cent, on the moment, on the task at hand; he
         wasn’t drowning, he was completely immersed in his surfing. By contrast, when we are busy, we are drowning in the endless
         stuff that makes up our complex reality. We are lost in the multitude of tasks and demands hitting us; dominated by inputs.
         We are scattered, our attention jumping from one thing to the next as we try to stop ourselves from drowning in the hurly
         burly of modern life.
      

      
      If we stop and reflect on what causes us to feel out of control, in most cases it isn’t that we can’t get on top of our inbox.
         It is that all the activity we undertake to get on top of our inbox drives out the time to do the things that matter to us.
         Busyness is bad, but that doesn’t mean incredibly full and active lives are bad. Many of us have a lot of things we want to
         achieve, and which will only be delivered with hard work. However, there is a huge difference between a deep focus on an important
         activity, and hopscotching busyness. It’s not a quantity thing, it’s a quality thing; scattered attention, doing trivial stuff
         rather than things that really matter is bad. Days and lives crammed with deep immersion in projects, interactions and experiences
         that are truly meaningful to you are what life’s about.
      

      
      From input-dominated to output-focused

      
      Control is found in what we choose to do – our outputs – not from our inputs. How many times have you arrived at work, full
         of ideas and of good intentions to get your teeth into work that will make a real difference? How many times has your focus been dissipated, your intention battered into submission, through the simple
         act of opening your email? The contents of your inbox are setting the agenda, not because they’re the right thing to focus
         on, but because they’re in your inbox.
      

      
      In the previous section I suggested we learn to let go of input dominance. Clearly we shouldn’t ignore all demands for activity
         driven by external causes; I am just suggesting a rebalancing. The starting point, and primary driver for activity, should
         be internal: ‘what do I want to achieve?’
      

      
      I have said that we learn to become optimistic in the face of too much by accepting that we are not to blame when we can’t
         do it all. We should, however, blame ourselves if we allow our outputs to be externally driven. The inputs are not your choice; what you do, your
         outputs, are your choice. We are right to feel guilty when we get to the end of a day and have failed to work on what is important. We
         should feel responsible for an unremitting proactive focus on what we want to achieve. As for the endless demands thrown at
         us by the world, we should respond to these, at specific times of our choosing; but, if you want to feel in control, it should
         be you who sets the agenda, not them.
      

      
      Getting in the zone

      
      The single biggest concern of sports psychology is helping athletes get into that state of peak performance in which they
         feel totally focused: ‘the zone’. When athletes are ‘in the zone’ they are operating at their best because they are entirely
         wrapped up in the activity. However, this is not always easy to achieve: athletes can get distracted by the excitement of
         an event, by the spectators or by personal performance anxieties. In the same way we, in our daily lives, are routinely dragged
         out of an optimal state by a multitude of distractions: the ping of a text, the lure of the inbox, the conversation at the
         nearby desk.
      

      
      So how do we get more immersed more frequently? How do we get into the zone? Dr Daniel Gucciardi and Associate Professor James
         Dimmock from the University of Western Australia, experts in mental toughness in sport, have studied performance under pressure
         in professional golfers. They asked one group of golfers to focus on three specific aspects of their swing such as ‘head’, ‘shoulders’, ‘knees’ (… and ‘toes’?); another they got to focus on
         a single, all-encompassing aspect of their performance that they wanted to achieve, such as ‘smooth’ or ‘effortless’. When
         not under pressure, both groups performed strongly (they were professionals after all!). However, performance differed strongly
         when pressure was applied in the form of cash prizes. The pros who were concentrating on three aspects of their swing started
         faltering; those with a simpler focus continued to perform well4.
      

      
      The enemy of ‘the zone’ is the breaking of our concentration by pressure, thoughts or external influences. Focusing on specific
         aspects of the swing, we might think, would help this by keeping our attention on the activity. However, when we are under
         pressure, this requires too much cognitive effort, and we stall. We get lost in the mental jump between ‘head’ and ‘shoulders’.
         We think of too much, we start drowning and we lose immersion.
      

      
      To remain fully immersed in what you’re doing, you need to maintain a simple focus. This can take a number of forms. Most
         obviously, it’s about focusing on one thing at a time. This might sound obvious and easy, but I come across few enough people
         in work today who do only one thing at a time. However, it’s also about maintaining a focus on the ‘how’. Thinking about a
         single aspect of your performance within a task, one that stretches you, appears to be just enough cognitive demand to accelerate
         you into the zone. For example, focus on making the next presentation you put together ‘beautiful’, or focus on making a report
         ‘surprising’. Focus simply and immerse yourself in the task you’re facing.
      

      
      Limit your focus

      
      I once had a tennis lesson with an unusually wise coach. He told me he would fix my serve in 10 minutes. Of course I didn’t
         believe him. He got me standing in position ready to serve, and showed me how and where to throw the ball. He had me practise
         this for a few minutes. Then he got me to move to the position my body should be in at the end of the service motion. He got
         me to move repeatedly from the starting position to the ending position. He didn’t want me to go through the full motion:
         I didn’t have to swing my racket at all. Just starting position and ending position. He told me my job was simply to focus on throwing
         well and getting to the end position. I should consider everything else in the serve to be what the I Ching refers to as the
         Ten Thousand Things: they’ll take care of themselves. He went on to explain, the biggest reason people struggle with technique
         is they focus on too many things. His lesson worked; unbelievably. Following his five minutes of bizarre coaching, my serve
         was better than it had ever been.
      

      
      I have learned that I can immerse myself best when I bookend activities. I think very hard about how I’ll start, and where
         I want to get to. Once I am clear of my end point, the rest seems to take care of itself.
      

      
      When you think about the next chunky task you want to address, ask yourself:

      
      

         • How will I start?

         • And where do I want to get to/what do I want to achieve?

      



      
      The rest will take care of itself in a blur of focused immersion.

      
      Play to your strengths

      
      What gives surfers a sense of control on a wave? It’s their skill. What helps them to stay totally immersed and focused? It’s
         that they are practising that skill. Ask yourself, which subjects did you enjoy most at school? If you were good at sports,
         you’d probably say PE; if you were always the last person to be picked for a team, you probably hated it. The point I’m making
         here is that when we use our strongest skills, we enjoy ourselves, become immersed in what we’re doing and feel more in control.
      

      
      In a famous study by Gallup (the data-driven news website), researchers found that employees in large corporations use their
         key strengths less than 20 per cent of their time at work. I meet people all the time whose primary focus and concern seems
         to be organisation or time management. These are talented people, with great capability, crippled by a desire to execute in
         order to get it all done. They judge themselves, and feel they are judged by others, only on their efficiency and productivity
         – on how much they do and how fast they do it. It feels like judging a Ferrari on the basis of its fuel consumption.
      

      
      What are you great at? It might sound odd, but you’re unlikely to regain a sense of control by getting quicker and slicker.
         You’ll get it from immersing yourself in activities that allow you to make the greatest contribution – to your organisation,
         to your family, to the world – that you are capable of.
      

      
      Look at your life and work, at the pockets of time when you are doing something you really excel at. If you want more immersion,
         if you want more control, your task is not to organise yourself better so that you create more time to do what you are good
         at; it is simply to use your strengths and skills more, to choose activities that allow this. Do what you’re best at and the
         rest will take care of itself.
      

      
      Clear your mind

      
      Working life today can be a little like walking across a paintball zone (only a little less painful). Inputs hit you, splat!
         The file bursts open, and because you don’t have time to do everything immediately, your brain starts churning over loads
         of pieces of unfinished business, skittering from task to task, worrying over forgetting any of the open files. This happens
         because of something I’ve already touched on: the Zeigarnik effect (see p. 6). When a file is open, it is in active use; when
         it’s closed it’s out of your consciousness. Carrying open files creates a burden; it makes you feel like you’re out of control.
         But how to avoid it when those paintball pellets are hitting you from every direction? Surely the only way to stop the churning
         is to close all the files by completing all the work?
      

      
      One of the characteristics of feeling out of control is the ‘churn’: the relentless washing-machine spin of thoughts, mental
         checklists and fears. It feels terrible, it’s exhausting, and it won’t surprise you to know it reduces your thinking power
         and ability to fully immerse yourself in important tasks. It’s easy to mistake this churn as a natural consequence of having
         too much on – one that won’t go away until we’re back on top, having done it all. In fact, that’s not why we churn. More importantly,
         there is a simple cure for churning.
      

      
      A graduate student from Florida State University, working with psychologist Roy Baumeister, came up with an interesting little
         study5. He asked some students to think about their final exams and others, the control group, to think about an important party
         at the end of term. Among those who thought about the exam, half were also told to make specific plans for their study regime.
         Nobody was given any time to actually study.
      

      
      He then tested the students to see what open files they were carrying. He gave each person word fragments to complete. For
         example, subjects were asked to complete ‘ex**’ and ‘re**’ into four letter words. Each of these could be completed to form a study-relevant word (exam, read), but could also be completed
         to form a totally different word (exit, real). We would expect more study-relevant words from those people who had begun churning
         over their exams, because a relevant file had been opened. This was very much the case: those with exams on their minds identified
         a lot more exam-related words than those who had been tasked with thinking about a party. However, those who had thought about
         the exam, but subsequently made a study plan, showed no evidence of open files, the words they identified were no more exam-related
         than those who were thinking about the party. They had stopped churning.
      

      
      This experiment, and subsequent similar studies, shows us that we’ve been interpreting the Zeigarnik effect incorrectly. We
         thought that files would remain mentally ‘open’ until the work had been completed. It turns out we don’t need to do the work;
         we just need a plan.
      

      
      The starting point to massively reducing your churning is to catch yourself doing it – and stop. Take a few minutes to write
         down a plan of action. Additionally, rather than waiting for the churn to hit, many people I work with develop a discipline
         to write a plan at certain times of the day, the most common being when they arrive at work or just before they leave. Writing
         a simple plan doesn’t take long, but it’s the most powerful technique we know for closing those files and freeing your mind
         to focus on more productive matters.
      

      
      Successful surfers immerse themselves 100 per cent in the moment; this allows them to control and enjoy the ride. Simple plans
         can free your mind of the intellectual flotsam and jetsam that fractures attention, dissipates energy and prohibits immersion.
         Free your mind and you’ll regain a feeling of control.
      

      
      
      Immersion needs recovery

      
      What causes the rhythm of your pulse? The heart muscle contracts, sending blood all around the body, then relaxes. All muscles
         work this way, they are designed for bursts of activity followed by a period of rest. You will realise how rubbish muscles
         are at sustained, continuous effort if you have ever tried that exercise where you have to hold your arms outstretched and
         unmoving for as long as you can. It gets pretty uncomfortable pretty quickly. Muscles come into their own when we put them
         through periods of intense stress, followed by a period of recovery. This is what we do when we go to the gym; we rip up then
         repair. Using muscles all the time, without recovery, is as bad for them as not using them at all.
      

      
      The same is true of our brain: it works best under periods of stress followed by recovery time. For an image of the most optimal
         way to use your brain (or body, for that matter), picture a heart-beat monitor that shows the peaks and troughs, activity
         and recovery, ebb and flow of the human heart. Yet our busy lives these days are anything other than pulses of activity. For
         many of us, our experience from the moment we rise to the moment we sleep, is one, long, steady state of busyness – like a
         flat line on a heart monitor. We tell ourselves we have too much to do to allow ourselves any pause, or any change of gear.
         It’s easier to plough on, flat-lining our way to exhaustion.
      

      
      However, if flat-lining simply led to exhaustion, it wouldn’t be so bad. I explained in the introduction how being ‘always
         on’ makes you more stupid, it reduces your creativity and your ability to solve problems. It also builds an allostatic load.
         ‘Allostasis’ is the process by which the body activates its neural and chemical systems for threatening and stressful situations.
         Allostasis is a necessary and bene ficial thing to help us escape predators and fight our enemies. It increases heart rate
         and the body generates stress hormones, which have a host of effects including an increased alertness. This is all good in
         small doses but not as the steady-state response to too much. When we remain in a heightened state of alertness and arousal
         fed by demand and stimulation, when we don’t allow our systems and organs to fire up, then cool down, we wear our body and
         our brains down. We place an allostatic load on our systems which damages our health, happiness and intellect.
      

      
      To gain a sense of control, the last thing you need to do is stay alert and immersed 100 per cent of the time. If you try to maintain a pulse-free busyness, you will be less able to immerse yourself,
         you will perform less well and feel less well. Instead you need to think of your days as being intense pulses of focus and
         stress, followed by recovery. These pulses of activity can be 90 minutes. The recovery periods allow your body to relax and
         your attentional systems to regroup. These breaks can provide a rhythm, a beat to your day; bouncing you along, energised
         and immersed (and maybe even whistling). Regaining a sense of control can be less about adjusting the quantity of activity,
         and more about altering the shape of your graph from a flat line to a pulse. Creating pulses not only makes you feel better,
         it will help you immerse yourself more deeply and increase your sense of control.
      

      
      Four things to change

      
      There are four things you should do to optimise your recovery periods ready for the next burst of activity.

      
    

         
            
            	Movement

            
            	Attention

            
         

         
         
            
            	If you have been physically passive during your period of activity, the first thing to do is to move. Change your actual pulse;
               get out of your head and into your body for a few minutes. Walk, do some stretches, climb some stairs. Anything that put your
               body into motion.
            

            
            	For simplicity, think of attention as being of two types: focused, intentional attention and meandering, mind-wandering attention.
               If you have been focused during your period of activity, you should de-focus during your breaks (more on this in Chapter 5).
               If you have been staring at your screen, turn away (switching to Google searches or Facebook during your breaks gives the
               brain little opportunity to recover).
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Emotion

            
            	Fuel

            
         

         
         
            
            	A great way to recover quickly is to change your emotional tone. Use music, conversation or activity to change your vibe.
               (More of this later in the chapter)
            

            
            	Boost your energy with water and food. About half the population walk around with mild to chronic levels of dehydration so
               make sure you drink some water. You should also try to eat low glycemic foods, such as nuts and beans, which release energy
               more slowly.
            

            
         

         



      Rituals

      
      Have you ever noticed that some tennis players perform elaborate rituals between points; getting a towel, adjusting their
         strings, bouncing the ball three times, etc., etc.? Jim Loehr and Tony Schwartz6 explored these rituals and found that the very best players used these rituals to serve a powerful purpose. By performing
         a repeated ritual in those 15-20 seconds between points, they were able to reduce their heart rate by 15–20 beats per minute.
         Imagine the performance benefit of being able to do that every point!
      

      
      Recovery is important, but it doesn’t need to take a long time if we develop rituals. Like in the example above, rituals are
         a way of switching off quickly. The best way to describe this is the advice that people are given if they have trouble sleeping:
         develop a routine before bed. The best sleepers, without thinking, have a ritual they perform at bedtime, which might involve
         what they do before getting into bed, or the side of the bed they lie on. Each step of that ritual signals to the brain that
         it’s sleep time, so they fall asleep more quickly. When we take breaks from work, we feel the benefits more quickly and more
         powerfully if we identify activities which help us to disconnect from what we were doing and perform those activities in a
         ritualised or repeatable way. The ritual nature of the activity trains the brain to recognise its switch off time and so it
         switches off quicker.
      

      
      Another useful dimension to rituals is their predictability which makes them easier to stick to. In some work with the Boston
         Consulting Group, hard-working consultants were practically forced to take planned breaks7. Typically they took one night off a week, no matter how busy they were. Even this small step caused alarm in the consultants,
         they were afraid that they would disappoint clients, that their work would pile up (most would work hard during midweek evenings
         while in hotels in order to have more free time at the weekend) or that it would have an adverse effect on their careers.
         Instead, the results showed increases in satisfaction, in career success, in development and in the value they felt they were
         contributing to their clients. The trick was making these breaks predictable, so they were more likely to be taken.
      

      
      Create a sense of control

      
      Implicit in most of our attempts to feel more in control is an assumption that certain actions will result in greater control
         over our work and life. We assume that by gaining more control through our actions, we will then feel more in control. As we’ve seen so far in this chapter, it is possible to feel more in control of busyness through actions,
         but in a world of too much this is not always the case. This next strategy puts aside action and asks how we can directly
         influence our emotional response to our environment so we feel more in control (irrespective of how in control we actually are).
      

      
      Breaking the stimulus-response cycle

      
      We respond rapidly and emotionally to our environment. Someone does something annoying, you get angry; your task list is longer
         when you leave work than when you came in, you feel overwhelmed; you bounce from meeting to meeting, unable to address the
         torrent of email, let alone do any work, so you feel helpless. Emotions are natural, but with regard to helplessness, not
         very useful. Helpless people, like the laboratory dogs, focus any energy they have on coping, not taking control; they shrug
         their shoulders, tell everyone how busy they are (‘poor me’) and, like a martyr, they struggle on.
      

      
      There is another way: it’s all about how we feel. For example, Amy Arnsten, the neuroscientist, showed that when we feel out
         of control, the limbic system fires up and we don’t think very well: more specifically, our prefrontal cortex – the most important
         part of the brain for conscious thinking – is impaired8. However, when we feel in control, irrespective of the demands, she found the prefrontal cortex continues to function as normal.
      

      
      Our reactions to circumstances don’t have to be automatic; we can change our emotions. Or, more accurately, we can rationally
         choose an alternative response to the immediate emotional one; and therefore feel more in control. This may sound theoretical
         or academic, but it works in even the most extreme situations.
      

      
      

         ‘Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set
               of circumstances, to choose one’s own way’9.
         

      



      
      These aren’t the words of some modern-day, pampered, so-called guru. They are the words of Viktor Frankl, a psychiatrist and
         a survivor of some of the worst brutality ever inflicted by the human species: the Holocaust. Frankl made this comment while
         reflecting on his experience as a prisoner of war at Auschwitz and Dachau (amongst others). He observed and experienced unimaginable
         horrors in the death camps. He also noticed that different people responded differently to their situation. Some gave up hope
         and ‘ran into the wire’ (the camp term for committing suicide by running into the electric barbed wire fence). Others became
         aggressive and animalistic; he tells of how many of the most brutal people in camp were the ‘Capos’, prisoners who assisted
         the guards in maintaining order in the camps. Yet many prisoners took a different path: they seemed to go inside themselves,
         to a heightened inner life. He tells of how on a march to a day of relentless manual labour, frozen to the core, swollen feet
         bursting out of his boots and half-starving, his friend brought up the topic of their wives. For the rest of that day he actively
         maintained his wife’s image in his head, imagining talking to her, hearing her laugh. He escaped from the horror of the moment
         into the joy of the past and the hope for the future. He tells of how, in the depths of their horror, they would rush out
         of their huts just to see a lovely sunset, gazing in wonder at the skies, drinking in the beauty. Even in a situation where
         death was likely, life was horrible and the future seemingly hopeless, the prisoners still retained one area of their life
         where they could feel some control: their thoughts and feelings. He came to the conclusion that, no matter the scenario, we
         never lose the ability and the freedom to choose our response.
      

      
      Choose your response

      
      Your emotions ebb and flow throughout the day, even when you are extremely busy. While they may seem ever-present, your feelings
         of being overwhelmed or of impotence are not constant, but in reality spike at some times, fading into the background at others.
         The key to gaining control over our emotions is to spot the triggers for these spikes. The very act of noticing extreme emotions
         can start to give us distance from them and we can start to move beyond the automatic stimulus-response cycle; we can begin
         to insert control into the process.
      

      
      
      Buddhists have been making this work for 2,500 years through a practice called mindfulness. The practice of mindfulness aims
         to enhance awareness of the present: the person observes their own thoughts and emotions without judgement. This technique
         has been getting a lot of attention in psychology and neuroscience because it produces a lot of intellectual and emotional
         benefits. In the context of managing feelings of helplessness, the first step is simply to observe your emotional response
         as if you were seeing it from a third person perspective. Give the emotion a name, if that helps (in fact this technique of
         labelling emotions has been shown to work quite well)10. It’s not right or wrong that you have that emotion, but it is important to recognise that it isn’t your only option. When you have done this you can move on to the second step: generating
         an alternative response.
      

      
      Take the story of a friend of mine, Simon, who was struggling with persistent traffic on his commute. Day after day his car
         would come to a standstill on the congested roads. Each time he came to a stop, he could feel his tension rise, and his blood
         begin to boil. For him, these weren’t simply moments of irritation: they were emblematic of a life that wasn’t living up to
         his expectations; they were the emotional epicentres of his feeling of despair.
      

      
      He decided to take control again. Clearly he could do nothing about the traffic jam; nor did he want to change his job, and,
         for family reasons, he didn’t want to change his home. This all left him with one option: he had to change his response to
         the inevitable. Following a number of conversations and a few experiments, Simon ultimately came up with a solution that worked
         for him: he would use his traffic-jam time as a chance to do two of the things that had been hanging around in his ‘should’
         list for years: learning Spanish and practising the harmonica. During his morning journeys listening to Spanish lessons, a
         little extra time in the car due to traffic jams improved the conjugation of his verbs; on his return home, each time he ground
         to a halt he’d snatch up his mouth organ and play the blues (appropriately!). Trivial though this may sound, he’d chosen a
         different response to an unavoidable situation which, through practice, gave him a feeling of control again (as well as some
         new talents).
      

      
      
      Reversing your motivation

      
      Have you ever noticed that you can have completely different reactions to the same experience from one occasion to the next?
         An invitation to dinner at a friend’s house can be relished one day and dreaded the next; a looming deadline can trigger energy
         or fear.
      

      
      Reversal Theory11, developed by the British psychologist Michael J. Apter explains that these differing reactions to identical scenarios are
         a result of changing motivational states, which drive how we respond to situations and experiences. Reversal Theory is organised
         around four domains, each of which comprises two opposing states. We fluctuate between these two states within each domain,
         changing our response to situations depending on what we are motivated to achieve at that moment. The interesting thing about
         Reversal Theory is how easy it is to flip from one motivational state to another once you recognise what is going on.
      

      
      One of the four domains within Reversal Theory is the ‘Means-end’ domain, which has two motivational states: ‘serious’ and
         ‘playful’. When we are operating with serious motives, we are focused on goal achievement and working towards longer-term
         ends. When things are going our way in this state, we feel calm and relaxed. When they are not, we feel anxious or even fearful.
         By contrast, when we adopt a playful state, we look for in-the-moment fun and arousal and we will either feel excited and
         energised, or bored, depending on whether our motives are being met or frustrated.
      

      
      Busyness comes from approaching life with serious motives. We only feel too busy when we’re taking it all too seriously and
         are too heavily focused on the longer term. Reversal Theory demonstrates that in every serious situation there is an alternative
         response – if we recognise that we are operating with serious motives, we can flip our motivations and see the ridiculousness
         in situations, the lightness of the moment; we can aim to have fun.
      

      
      A number of years ago I was asked to run a big event for Microsoft. It was possibly the biggest event of my career at that
         point. It was in Seattle, with 120 senior, high-potential leaders. I was also leading a team of 20 experienced external facilitators.
         In the run-up to the event I put in months of preparation; I had designed and redesigned the event scores of times. No stone was left unturned; every eventuality was thought through. I was
         taking the whole event very, very seriously. I was working very, very hard. Halfway through the event, a wise colleague and
         friend, Bobbi Riemenschneider, took me to one side and gave me some feedback. She told me I hadn’t smiled once through the
         entire event; she told me I was taking it all too seriously and that I should ‘play’ a little more. What I hadn’t realised
         was that my very determination to get it right, my work ethic and earnestness, was making me less present with the group,
         less fun and less flexible. In my seriousness I was a less effective facilitator.
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