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Meet the author

Everyone needs time management and I’m no exception.

Like most people I have to combine many different roles and activities – and without time management I would be swamped. During the past 20 years that I have been a professional author I have also raised a family, run a home, been a campaigner, successfully studied part-time for a Phd and become a bookbinder. I use the techniques in this book to manage my time effectively. Time management enables me to combine the different requirements of work or home life without neglecting the important things. You, too, can learn to organize your life using the strategies in this book.

This book is a jargon-free guide to the basics of time management – the art of organizing your life so that you are in control. You do not need complicated equipment, a staff of dozens, or a six-month break to learn how to save time and achieve more. All you need is a willingness to try some of the ideas in this book and the energy to start now.

Time management is easy. All you have to do is rearrange the way you work and use the time you save effectively. That’s all there is to it.

Most of us muddle through our lives fitting in things where we can. We have a few things that demand fixed attendance from us, such as work, college or prearranged leisure pursuits. But the rest of the time we make do and hope that everything will fall into place.

We are left feeling frustrated. There never seems to be enough time for everything that we need or want to do. This leads to stress and chaos in our lives. Our work and home lives suffer and we see time slipping away from us.

Time management is the answer to this. It will help you control time by deciding what to do with it and when you want to do it. Far from being a rigid way of living, it frees you to get on with the important things in your life.

The benefits of managing your time include an increase in productivity as you take control of what you do and when you do it. You also get more time for rest and recreation – the important recharging of your batteries that helps you cope with what life throws at you.

Time management involves recording, monitoring and improving how you use your time. Once you know how your time is usually spent, you can make sensible decisions about how to use it better.

But however well you plan your time you will not make the best use of it if you indulge in time-wasting activities. By eliminating unnecessary or inefficient tasks, you free up more time for your priorities whether at work, home or leisure.

This book starts by asking you what you want to do with your life and explains how to work out how you really spend your time. It helps you to find out what you do that wastes time and tells you how to eliminate it. Next, it shows you how to plan your time better so that you deal with important activities and tasks at the most appropriate times. It tackles time-wasting activities such as paperwork, phone calls and meetings. And just to make sure that you are not the only person in your office who is working at optimum efficiency, it explains how to instil good time management practices into your staff.

You don’t need to spend months learning the techniques here. You can learn them quickly by reading this book. Put them into practice one at a time and gradually work up to a more effective and less stressful life at work and at home.

Don’t panic if you lapse. Just start again and after a while your new way of organizing your life will become a habit.

By the time you have finished this book, you will not only be using your time more effectively but will have more of it. This book will help you turn time into your best friend rather than your worst enemy.



1: Only got a minute?


Organizing your time effectively enables you to achieve more. Start by working out where and how you waste time. Then de-clutter your work and home spaces. Clear your desk and file, throw away, pass on or act on papers. Make use of shelves and other storage containers to tidy your office.

Now work out what your most important goals are in all aspects of your life. Use lists or spider diagrams to organize your ideas. Once you know where you want to get in life and work, break down your goals into several objectives and then into smaller steps. Record the steps in your diary or personal organizer. Concentrate on your most important goals and make sure that you complete one step towards each of your goals every day.

You need to be organized. Use your phone effectively: make and receive calls at set times, have necessary information to hand and take notes. Where possible, delegate calls. Organize your computer files and only look at emails twice a day. Have an alphabetical filing system and make it easy to use by using nouns as file names. Label your storage systems alphabetically too. Prepare for meetings by reading the summaries and preparing questions beforehand. If you are chairing a meeting make sure it starts and ends on time.

A lot of life is filled up with transition time, that is, short periods of waiting or time between longer jobs. Use transition time to catch up on short-term jobs.

Learn to say no – a great time management tool. Use the word no before any polite excuse. For persistent callers use the ‘broken record’ trick and repeat your refusal in different ways.

Delegate tasks to free up your time for work you must do and to empower your staff. Ensure that your expectations are clear and staff are prepared, then allow them to do the work.

Prepare for conferences by reading the literature beforehand, taking notes, and writing details on the back of business cards. Record meetings as soon as possible.

If your company provides extra training in time management take advantage of it. You can also learn by reading books (like this one), listening to CDs or using a personal time management trainer.



5: Only got five minutes?


The key to achieving more in life and work is in organizing your time effectively. Before you can do this you need to know how and where you waste time, who interrupts you and how, and in what ways other people or situations make life difficult for you. To do this spend a week or two recording what you do and when you do it. This is easy to do by simply jotting down when you start and finish each different activity and noting who you did it with and everyone you spoke to. You will also find that by doing this carefully you will soon discover where you waste time and which people interrupted your day most.

Start introducing good time management techniques by decluttering your workplace and your home space. It is difficult to manage time effectively if you have to waste so much of it searching for things kept in a chaotic environment. The trick to decluttering is to put like things together, get things off the floor and keep your desk reasonably clear. The only work on your desk should be that which requires your immediate attention. Use lots of shelving and drawers to keep your floor space clear and things easy to find – and clean. If you don’t need something, get rid of it, and only keep up-to-date editions of reading material such as your books and journals. Keep a movable set of drawers under or near your desk so that you can keep your workspace clear.

Use a straightforward filing system using nouns for file names and sort your files alphabetically. Do the same for your storage systems. Use a bring-forward system of monthly folders to keep track of your work. If you prefer, simply file work in date order in one folder. Record the dates when work must be completed, letters sent, bills paid and other work deadlines in your time management planner or diary so that these can be matched with the tasks in your bring forward system.

You will probably be shocked about how much time you waste. Now you need to focus on what you really want to achieve. First, work out what your main goals are in each area of your life. Typically these areas might include: work, family, community, leisure, spiritual life, money and health – you will have your own important areas to focus on.

Once you know your main goals, that is, where you want to get in your life, break down these goals into smaller steps. Record these in your diary. Plan your time – days, weeks, months, years – by first writing down your fixed appointments. Then make sure that every day you write down one step towards each of your goals. Anything else you need to do should come after that. This ensures that you focus on the most important things you want to achieve in your life, including work.

If you find working out your goals difficult, try using a spider chart. Simply write an area of your life in a circle and around it the people associated with it. From this you can draw lines and record ideas as they occur to you. Many people find this way of working easier than writing lists. However you choose to work out your goals, you will soon see that there are two or three in each area of your life that are more important to you. These are the ones you should concentrate on first, as dealing with these will make the most impact on your progress.

Work on your most important goals – these will be the ones that you really want to achieve in your work and home life. Do something towards your goals every day however small. This means that you will be constantly moving towards your goals. Prioritize steps and objectives that take you towards your goals in your weekly project and daily to-do lists so that these are achieved before less important tasks.

Phones are among the most potentially time-wasting tools that we use. Not only do we spend time ourselves talking on the phone, but other people waste our time by phoning us unnecessarily. Phone calls can interrupt your train of thought. Deal with them by only making or answering phone calls at set times. Have all necessary information to hand and take adequate notes. Deal with persistent callers by keeping to a time limit or putting the phone down.

Don’t forget that mobile phones are just as intrusive and time-wasting as fixed-line phones. You do not need to answer phones immediately. Use an answerphone to record messages until you are ready to deal with them. Remember that texting people a brief message can often take less time than phoning them. Do not use the phone if the task can be dealt with by email or by talking to someone face to face. Use the broken record trick with persistent callers and repeat your refusal in different ways (putting no first) until the caller gives up. In extreme cases, put the phone down mid-call.

Learn to say no to requests. If you do everything that is asked of you, you will neglect your own work and become stressed. Say no at the beginning of any sentence when you are refusing. Be polite and smile, but keep refusing until the person asking gets the message. If your boss asks you to do a lot of extra work, ask to talk to him about your workload and how you should fit extra work in.

The computer is in itself a time-wasting tool if not used properly. Do not spend ages on the Internet or playing computer games. Keep it to an hour a day after work as a treat, unless using the Internet is necessary for your work. Organize your computer files in the same way that you organize your filing system. Use names for folders that easily identify the contents. Prioritize your emails so that you work on the most important ones first.

Emails can be overwhelmingly numerous; some people receive several hundred emails every day. Dealing with them all takes a great deal of time and many emails are unnecessary. Use a spam filter to sort out junk into a separate email folder and delete the contents unread. Filter other emails into separate folders using a system that makes sense for your work. In that way you need only look at the emails that arrive in relevant folders. Deal with emails at set times.

We are not a paperless world yet. You can help to keep your place paper free by binning junk mail immediately, sending on documents to people who will deal with them, filing paper or dealing with it immediately. Any papers that you do need to file should be kept in a simple to use filing system organized alphabetically by broad categories. Clear out your files regularly so that you are not keeping unnecessary paper. Remove your name from unnecessary subscriptions or news lists.

Meetings waste a great deal of time, so take your name off lists for meetings that you do not find useful. You can keep up with meetings that you don’t attend by asking for a copy of the minutes to be forwarded to you afterwards. For the meetings that are necessary, prepare by reading the summaries of the papers beforehand and ensuring that you have the relevant papers with you. Turn up on time, have your questions prepared and do not raise unnecessary items under any other business (AOB). If you chair a meeting, keep it within the time limits and stop people from rambling. The aim of a meeting should be to propose courses of action and allocate tasks to specific people to carry those actions out. A check should be made later to ensure that actions have been completed. Do away with the AOB section of meetings. This is rarely necessary and if urgent items do occur they can be dealt with afterwards by relevant staff. Evaluate the effectiveness of meetings so that the format can be changed if necessary.

Conferences can be very interesting but they can also be time-wasting experiences. Only attend conferences that are of use to you. If only one part of the conference is relevant to your work, you do not need to attend the whole conference. Prepare for them by reading the summaries and the relevant pages of any literature that you are sent beforehand. Note any questions that you want to ask. Make sure you have business cards and a pen with you at all times so that you can write notes about anybody whose card you have received. Write up your notes from the conference as soon as possible – ideally in your room before you go home.

If you look back at the notes you made when you were finding out how you spend your time, you will discover that a lot of time is transition time. Transition time consists of the short periods between meetings, waiting for people, waiting for transport or travelling. These short periods can be wasted unless you put them to good use. Always have a briefcase with you in which you have put paper, envelopes, pens, and perhaps a small dictation machine, as well as your mobile phone. That way you can work wherever you are and make the most of small periods of time. If you have some spare time at work or a conference, look for a quiet place such as an unused office or conference room in which to work. If possible, tackle two or more tasks at once, such as arranging two meetings if you have to travel to a particular place or listening to business or management CDs in your car. If you will be working where other people are present, be considerate about using your mobile phone.

Delegation is an important aspect of time management. It will empower your staff and free you for tasks that you must deal with personally. Ensure that staff are well prepared; arrange for any training, equipment or support that they might need to do the work properly. Make sure that they understand what is expected of them and that you have given them clearly defined goals and standards to achieve. Try to delegate interesting work that matches their skills but stretches them. Be prepared to pay for outside expert help, if necessary.

You do not need to try and organize your time immediately in one large step. Introduce one time management process every day or even every week and you will gradually become more organized and effective. You might want to encourage your workplace to provide hands-on time management training. But if this is not possible keep this book with you and refer to it often. Other ways of obtaining time management training are by listening to CDs, reading articles in books and on the Internet, or by paying for a professional time management expert to help you.


1

Choose your personal priorities

In this chapter you will learn:


	how to decide your priorities and goals in life

	how to work out what goals to set yourself

	objectives for achieving these goals



Where are you going?

Like most people you probably take a short-term view of your life. You want to get your work done and get home and have enough time to enjoy yourself. But unless you take a longer view and know where you want your life to go, you cannot plan how you will get there.

You probably live your life in a rush. You rush to get to work, the work piles up, you always seem to be dashing about and never seem to have time to do everything. You probably have times when you feel overwhelmed by the amount you have to fit into your day. You find yourself reacting to other people’s demands, interruptions and phone calls instead of controlling your life. This can make you feel stressed, tired and depressed.

But look at the successful people you know. How do they fit so much into their lives but still remain on top of things? The saying ‘If you want something done, ask a busy person’ fits them well. Yet they never seem overwhelmed by everything. They can fit so much in because they have a clear idea of what they want and where they are going in life. They also have a clear idea about how they are going to achieve it.

By having this clear vision of the future they become successful, busy and happy because they are controlling their time in order to achieve their aims in life. Just as a company with no overall vision founders in the market place, so you will founder in your life unless you know where you are going.

Are you Bob or Betty?

Be honest with yourself – which of these two people do you resemble most?

Bob regularly oversleeps, gets to work late and feels constantly tired. His desk is covered with piles of paper and he can never find the piece he needs. Work seems never-ending. He constantly has to deal with interruptions either in person or by phone. He dashes from one meeting to another and never seems to have time to settle down to work on his major project. There seems to be a crisis every day. He usually works late, gets home tired and after a hurried meal does more work. His family complain that they hardly see him. He feels frustrated because he never seems to get work done and is constantly under stress. His managers are beginning to wonder if he’s really up to the job.

Or are you like Betty? Betty gets up at the same time every morning and allows herself time to have a good breakfast before getting to work on time. She has just as much work to do as Bob but manages to keep it under control. Her desk is not exceptionally neat but has fewer bits of paper on it and is reasonably tidy. She has organized her office so that she can find everything she needs quickly. She gets interrupted too, but not nearly as often as Bob and she deals with most interruptions quickly. She only goes to the meetings she needs to and makes sure she is well prepared for them. She has been working on her major project regularly for the past fortnight and it is nearly finished. Fewer crises come Betty’s way than Bob’s, and those that do she copes with without fuss. She rarely works late and only takes work home occasionally – and then works for an hour at most. She has plenty of time to relax with her family and has the energy to enjoy outside interests. Her managers see a competent employee who has work under control and a personality enriched by her leisure activities. She is earmarked for promotion.

Most of us want to be like Betty but spend more time in a muddle like Bob. But there is hope for you. This book is going to make you efficient and effective.

Self-assessment


HOW WELL DO YOU CONTROL YOUR TIME?

 


	Are you always on time for work and meetings?

	Do you complete work on time?

	Can you find everything you need quickly?

	Do you usually leave work on time?

	Have you enough time for your family?

	Do you feel in control of your life?



If you answered yes to all the questions then you are good at controlling your time. This book will help you improve your time management and give you new ideas for making time work for you. If your answers were mostly no then you need this book to help you regain control of your life.

The 80/20 principle

Did you know that only 20 per cent of your time produces 80 per cent of your work, or that 20 per cent of your work achieves 80 per cent of results, or that 20 per cent of managers do 80 per cent of the work, or … Examples of this principle are found everywhere. It is also called Pareto’s Law after the Mr Pareto who discovered this interesting ratio.

What this means to you is that just 20 per cent of your time deals with productive activities. The other 80 per cent is lower priority or unnecessary.

This shows the importance of working out exactly what you want from life. Once you have defined your goals you must make achieving them the highest priority and use that important 20 per cent of your time and effort on them. That way you will achieve more with less effort.

Your goals will help you prioritize. If something helps you achieve your goals, is an objective or step on the way to one of those goals, then it is high priority. Those important steps will make up the 20 per cent of your work. Put most of your effort into them. The other 80 per cent can be done later, delegated or ignored.

Start taking control

You need a clear idea about how you see your life in the future. Instead of responding to life by giving in to the demands of others, reacting to crises, or simply doing things out of habit, you can control your life. But to do so you need to know what you really want.

What do you want to be doing in five years, ten years, twenty years? What do you want to have achieved by the time you retire? How do you want to spend your retirement? Aim to make your life as much like your dreams as possible. Defining your goals and objectives in life will help you achieve your dreams – or at least go a long way towards them. By defining your goals you can organize your life accordingly. At first it might seem as if you can’t fit everything in. But trust me – if you know clearly where you want to get to, the journey will be much easier.


Define your life’s key areas

First, decide which are the most important areas of your life – your key areas. Look at the various roles you play. Are you a worker, parent, worshipper, committee member, sports person? By looking at these roles you can work out what broad categories your life falls into. Ask yourself ‘What is important to me?’ A typical list might be:

 


	family

	work

	leisure

	community

	spiritual

	money

	health.



Within each of these areas of your life you will have goals you want to achieve. Until you have worked out what those goals are, you cannot decide what you need to do to achieve them and therefore how to arrange your time to achieve them.


WHAT ARE YOUR SECRET AMBITIONS?

Forget for a moment about the work you have to do tomorrow and that committee meeting you have to go to at the local community centre. Take an hour to write down your hopes and dreams – all the things that you want to do, however silly they seem. Include dreams and ambitions that relate to the all the key areas of your life, both professional and private. For example:

 


	become chief executive

	work only four hours a day

	spend three months fishing in Scotland

	live in China

	go bareback riding in the USA

	buy a Rolls Royce.



Don’t be shy – let your dreams flow. Some of the dreams may be ultimately unachievable (perhaps becoming chief executive is a little ambitious!) but they give you something to aim for. Other things, such as the fishing in the example, can be planned for and could be achieved, if you had time and money.
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