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Introduction




Being really productive never happens by accident. It’s always a conscious and well-planned choice.





Are you ready to super-charge your life and career? You’ve picked up the perfect book to serve as your guide – to help you master the key habits, skills and behaviours to enable you to be productive in all aspects of your daily life and work. It’s fantastic that you are reading this book – that you want to become more productive in various aspects of your life. The world is awaiting you to turn into the most productive person you are capable of, whether you are:




	starting in a new job and find yourself overwhelmed


	leading a team for the first time and want them to exceed expectations


	wishing to succeed in managing your time, focus and energy in your high school or university studies


	managing your household budget and chores


	helping run a voluntary organization at weekends.





When you think of being productive, who comes to mind? Hard-working entrepreneurs like Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos perhaps? Friends who only work three days a week and seem to achieve so much? Your son who successfully studied for an online university degree while holding down two jobs? Or your boss who is so efficient and always leaves the office by 6pm at the latest each day and never works at weekends?


I’ve coached hundreds of people in organizations as diverse as the United Nations, the World Bank Group, global banks and multinationals, local tech start-ups, governments, schools and NGOs. All these individuals wanted to work on aspects of their personal productivity. I’ve heard about every productivity challenge and success story you can imagine, and as a result this book should be able to help you no matter how you need or wish to become more productive.


The main lesson I have picked up is a simple one – too many people fail to work on all aspects of their productivity toolbox, leaving them with underutilized skills and strengths, and hanging onto weaknesses and bad habits. This results in them being much less productive than they want to be.


Not you … working through this book is your opportunity to sit down and think about yourself, giving you time to ask yourself how you want to work smarter in order to use your time and energy more productively – and exceed any goals and objectives you need to achieve.


Treat this book as your trusted companion. Through 100 short chapters, you’ll learn to make sense of the pieces you need to slot together to create a productive life. You’ll explore what being productive means to you through topics including:




	good time management


	prioritizing well


	planning optimally


	effective meetings


	learning, replicating and practising


	optimal emails and communications


	working well with others


	using ideal tools and apps


	strengthening habits and behaviours.







How to use this book


Every chapter in this book features a new idea that will help you get closer to your goals. In each chapter, the ideas are introduced and explained on the first page and the second page features exercises and activities, some small and some large, for you to start doing today.


Don’t overlook the activities. The tasks you’ve been set have been specifically designed to give you the optimal mindset, habits, skills, relationships and behaviours needed to maximize your chances of leadership success. Some of them will surprise you, some will challenge you, others will seem simple and obvious. All of them are important in building the portfolio of skills you need for becoming more productive. Completing them will set you on the path to developing a productivity mindset and gaining expertise in working smart. These things aren’t easy to achieve and few people are willing to invest the required time and effort. Highly productive people do.


You’ll find many activities to do straight away and some for later, depending on your current situation and challenges as well as your many plans and goals. If an idea or suggestion doesn’t seem helpful now, put it to one side and return to it later.







Who am I to talk about being productive?


This book draws on the wisdom I’ve gained from coaching and mentoring leaders from all over the world for the past 20 years. From global CEOs to struggling entrepreneurs, through to leaders in the public sector and charities to first-time managers just starting out on their leadership careers. All of them have something to share about the journey of becoming highly productive.


Their experiences combine with my own wisdom gained through some incredibly personal highs and lows. From profound lessons I’ve learned through:




	pushing myself to become a regional financial director with a FTSE100 company at the age of only 26


	heading subsidiaries, in various countries, of a range of multinational companies


	creating and taking the lead of a charity foundation


	being on the leadership teams of various tech start-ups including in the educational robotics and internet spaces


	sitting on the board of directors of entities including international schools.





Most importantly, I have learned how to value and enjoy being a leader, and to appreciate how I am able to positively impact the lives and careers of so many people and communities.


From all my work and experience, I have drawn up the most essential 100 things you need for getting things done as smartly and efficiently as possible. I hope all the advice in this book helps you achieve all of your dreams, goals and tasks – to create the success story you truly deserve.










Understand your need to be productive


Visualize what you want – then go and get it.



Let’s start at the beginning. Why do you want to be more productive? This is a question I ask those I am coaching, after they’ve shared a desire to be more productive than they are now.

There are so many possible reasons:


	I want to be the first to finish any task.

	I want to have more free time for other things.

	I want to be less drained at the end of the day.

	I want to make my work easier to complete.

	I want to sleep well without worrying about work.

	I want to involve others by sharing my workload.

	I want to overcome the stress of a large to-do list.

	I want to show my boss I’m capable.

	I want to leave work on time for once.

	I want to exceed expectations.



Each of us is unique and guided by our personality, work environment, past experiences and role models. A priority for you might be something to ‘avoid at all costs’ for someone else: you might want to multi-task effortlessly, while someone else just wants to focus on one task at a time; you might want to rush through your to-do list, spending as little time as possible on every task, whereas someone else might want to complete every task to perfection.

Discovering why you want to be more productive will help you know how – how you can become more productive in ways that will optimally help you achieve your goals.
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Discover what being productive means to you

Ask yourself why you are not fully productive right now and what has drawn you to this book. What are you looking to fix? These suggestions might help you think through your own reasons:


	Do you feel you could be faster and more efficient?

	Has your line manager complained about the quality of your work?

	Are you continually stressed and overwhelmed by your workload?

	Are you tired of spending hours completing manual tasks?

	Do you already have a high level of productivity and just want to learn some new techniques?



First, make a list of the challenges you want to overcome. Now turn them into positive-sounding, productivity-focused outcomes that you’ll be motivated to achieve. This is a visualization exercise in ‘starting with the end in mind’ and in recognizing that we all respond better to positive goals and outcomes than we do to negative ones. If the above five examples of challenges were yours, then your corresponding outcomes might be written as:


	I work in a very fast, efficient and productive way with everything I need to complete.

	My line manager is continually impressed with my high-quality work.

	I comfortably manage my workload free of any stress or sense of overwhelm.

	I successfully find ways of efficiently and smartly completing tasks that used to be slow and manual.

	My work performance and levels of productivity are consistently rising.






Find the appropriate tools and solutions

Once you’ve visualized what you want to achieve, you’re well placed to work through this book and ready to decide which of the 100 things are key for you to implement today.











Know what needs to be done




If you don’t have a plan, how will you know where to start?





In a world of so much uncertainty, simply knowing and writing down what you need to do can be very calming and reassuring. But having a to-do list is more than a ‘nice to have’ reminder of the tasks awaiting you, it can actually help drive your performance by making things clearer for you. This was the conclusion of 2011 research from Florida State University which found that when we list our unfinished tasks, we substantially reduce the mental distraction from having things to complete, leaving us free to successfully do the work at hand.


Given this benefit of having a to-do list, even one written on the back of a napkin is much better than not having one at all. But highly productive people take their ‘to-do listing’ to another level. They know that only by creating and keeping an updated written and structured to-do list can they be sure of optimizing their productivity. This is supported by 2016 research by Shamarukh Chowdhury at Canada’s Carleton University who surveyed 300 undergraduates about how they create and maintain their to-do lists and how their choices impact their productivity and success in completing their tasks in a timely manner. He concluded that:




	those who created more formal to-do lists procrastinated less compared with those who only had random lists of pending tasks


	those who regularly updated and referred to their to-do lists were more conscientiousness than other students.





It’s time for you to become a to-do list expert!
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Create a to-do list …


Where and how you make a list is your choice – it can be in a paper journal or notebook, recorded online in a Word or Excel document or stored in a productivity app on your smartphone. If you’re not sure what works best for you, try experimenting by:




	maintaining a list of your pending tasks in a paper notebook and writing a new list each week on a new page


	creating an Excel spreadsheet which you can easily keep updated and print out if needed


	using one of the many online planning and scheduling tools (which are explored in later chapters).





You’ll quickly find out what method you prefer. I’ve tried many and today I maintain a hand-written to-do list, so that I can feel the satisfaction of being able to cross out tasks as I complete them.







… and stick to it


The key is to be consistent and to keep your to-do list updated on a daily or weekly basis. Do this by referring to your list every day, ensuring that you tick off what you have completed and updating your list as new tasks arise or the details of existing tasks change.















Work in short bursts




Work with your attention span – not against it.





Although there’s no definitive answer to the question of how long a human’s concentration span is, studies over recent years have concluded that we lose concentration in a matter of minutes. A UK study in 2017 conducted by Skipton Building Society discovered that the average attention span is only 14 minutes, depending on what you are doing and with whom. Their research showed the average length of concentration in different settings:








	Activity

	Average length of concentration










	In a meeting

	13 minutes






	Talking to someone with a boring voice

	6 minutes






	Having a work phone call

	7 minutes






	Reading a book

	15 minutes






	Social situation with a friend

	29 minutes











So, the next time your mind drifts in a staff meeting, or you start daydreaming while drafting a report, don’t feel guilty. We are not wired to be able to focus on one thing for very long, and in our world of social media, internet and information overload, this is only likely to get worse.


Productive people understand this and are careful to work on tasks only for a few minutes before taking a break. One way of emulating them is to follow the Pomodoro technique which was created by Francesco Cirillo in the 1980s. This is a time management technique that forces you to work in short bursts interspersed with breaks, with the aim of aligning periods of focused work with your attention span.


Let’s put it into action.
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Practise the Pomodoro technique


Cirillo’s original model suggests you follow this pattern of working:




	Choose the work you want to focus on.


	Work on that task for 25 minutes, using an alarm to let you know when the 25 minutes are over.


	Stop what you’re doing and take a 5–10-minute break.


	Work for another 25 minutes, followed by another short break.


	After completing three rounds of 25 minutes, take a longer break for 20–30 minutes.





Repeat this pattern all day if needed.


Have a go, and tweak the numbers if you need to so that it works better for you (for example, increase the 25 minutes to half an hour). The key is to systematically work in timed short bursts and then to take short breaks to allow your concentration to recover ready for another round of work.















Stay healthy to stay productive




Eat well, sleep enough and move more – for optimum productivity.





You can implement all the latest and coolest productivity hacks, but if you don’t look after yourself physically, you’ll fail. Adrenalin and a few cups of coffee might keep you productive today, but eventually you will crash.


There are three areas of your physical health that impact your ability to work well – sleep, exercise and nutrition.




	Not having enough sleep takes its toll on your ability to focus, concentrate, think and communicate. One piece of US research by two academics, Julian Lim and David F. Dinges, concluded – what I am sure you already know – that a lack of sleep slows down your ability to think and function. Another study by researchers at Finland’s University of Turku found that sleep deprivation makes it harder to maintain your focus and attention.


	Failing to exercise appears to be as damaging to your productivity as having a few sleepless nights, with research showing a clear link between work performance and how much physical activity you take part in. Thankfully, you don’t need to spend hours running or lifting weights at the gym – a 2016 workplace study found you can improve work productivity simply by spending more time standing up while working.


	You might be a light eater, choosing to occasionally fast and be happy to ‘run on an empty stomach’, but if you don’t eat appropriately and consume enough water, your ability to work productively will decline. A 2011 study in Perspectives in Public Health found that by improving your nutritional intake, you can raise your productivity by 2 per cent, while 2015 research in the British Journal of Health Psychology found a clear link between the amounts of fruits and vegetables you eat and your levels of positivity and engagement in your work and creativity.
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Sleep and rest well


Ask yourself, what will it take for you to wake up refreshed, positive and full of energy? Do you need a full eight hours of sleep each night? Do you need to get to bed earlier, change your bedroom curtains to keep out the street lights or stop checking your emails before falling asleep to ensure you aren’t kept awake by worrying about work problems?


Try using one of the many smart watches and related apps available, which can help monitor your sleep patterns and make helpful suggestions about how you can improve your quality of sleep.







Have an exercise plan and stick to it


Think about what you need to do to make the time and space to regularly undertake your preferred fitness activity or sport. No matter whether you simply like taking a daily stroll, doing morning stretches, training for half marathons or swimming 100 laps at your local pool – make regular time in your daily schedule and just do it! You could even seek out a health and fitness coach to help you select the most appropriate activities based on your current level of fitness and physical make-up.







Eat and drink optimally


Clean up your diet and eating habits by exploring what you need to change to improve your physical and mental health. Try reducing your alcohol intake and avoid consuming too many carbohydrates. Instead drink more water and eat foods that are proven to increase your brain power such as oily fish, nuts, avocadoes and eggs.


Look out for later chapters where we’ll explore the need to maintain other aspects of your health, such as your mental and emotional health – all of which are essential in maintaining your productivity.















Say ‘no’




You can’t be all things to all people all of the time!





Sometimes you just have to stop being so nice. You may think you’re being super productive saying ‘yes’ every time you’re asked to do something – after all, it creates much less friction compared to pushing back. It might even make you popular. But there’s nothing impressive about building up an impossibly long to-do list just because you can’t say ‘no’. At some point you’ll either fail to deliver what you’ve promised or you may even find yourself suffering from burnout. Think carefully before you:




	agree to complete a report by Thursday, when you know the only free time in your diary is in the following week


	put up your hand in a team meeting to lead a project, when you’re certain it will overwhelm you and your work schedule


	say ‘yes’ to working over the weekend to finalize some budget numbers, knowing you have family events lined up.





It’s far better to complete a few tasks well than to struggle with a long list that will leave you overloaded and stressed. Productive people know this. They’ve mastered the art of setting boundaries and learning to say ‘no’ when necessary.
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Understand yourself


Ask yourself why you find it hard to say ‘no’. It will probably come from your natural desire to be helpful and liked. This is not unique to you – we all want to be loved, to go along with other people’s needs and to avoid the tension that comes from saying ‘no’. The secret is to learn to balance this need with your own realities. There simply aren’t enough hours in the day to please everyone.







Pause before answering


It may help if you pause before responding to requests. Don’t reply to that email straight away, and get comfortable saying ‘I’ll come back to you’ in a meeting. Give yourself time to review your schedule and to-do list so you can decide if you are able to take on the additional work.







Set boundaries


Your door cannot always be open. It might help reduce your sense of guilt if you respond with facts. Share your schedule or your to-do list. If you really feel obliged to help, try negotiating. Suggest taking on only a part of the task or propose a deadline that fits with your own work schedule.















Prioritize




Sort out what is important and what is urgent – and ignore everything else.





If you only rely on the opinions of your boss and the people you work with, it’s likely that every single task will be both urgent and essential. As far as your colleagues are concerned, you should be dancing to their tune, not yours:




	‘I need this report by this afternoon, so please pause everything else and get onto it.’


	‘Please finish this important task today, as it’s super urgent.’


	‘Drop everything else and please edit this report, since it’s for the big boss.’


	‘You must complete this review by Friday, because it’s the most important item in next Monday’s management meeting.’


	‘Sorry we didn’t ask earlier, but the client needs you to reply to them by close of play today.’





Of course everybody has the right to tell you that their needs are special, but it’s your right to filter them through your own lens. Successful people proactively manage what they’re working on, determining the different levels of priority for each task. As they are passed new and often unexpected requests to do things they’ll constantly weigh up the importance and urgency of each request, and will re-order their to-do list accordingly.


They will typically use an urgent versus important matrix which is also referred to as an Eisenhower matrix. This tool requires that all your tasks are placed into one of four quadrants on a table (shown below) based on the extent to which each is task urgent or not urgent, and important or not important.








	important but not urgent

	important and urgent






	neither important nor urgent

	urgent but not important
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Use the Eisenhower Matrix


Take a moment now to place each task on your current to-do list into one of the following four quadrants. Once you have placed each of your to-do list tasks into a quadrant, apply these rules:


Tasks that are both important and urgent


These tasks should receive your highest priority and need completing now. They require your attention and focus, and if there are many tasks in this category, you may need to rank them to decide which to focus on first and for how long.


Important tasks that are not urgent


These tasks also need doing, but they can be de-prioritized. Just because they are not urgent today though, avoid the mistake of putting them on the backburner and then either forgetting about them or rushing to complete them at the last minute. The ideal is to plan ahead and schedule time in your calendar for focusing on these important tasks.


Tasks that are not important but are urgent


Since they’re not important, try to get them off your own to-do list by asking yourself if you could delegate them. If you have to complete them yourself, think about how you might minimize the time and effort you invest so you have more time and energy for your more important unfinished tasks.


And finally, tasks that are neither important nor urgent


Try to ignore these tasks and delete them from your to-do list. If they do need completing, pass them to more junior colleagues, outsource them to others or even try to automate them. Whatever you do, spend as little of your time on them as possible. Chapter 8 contains more advice on how you can eliminate trivial tasks.















Know when to switch off




You’re not a long-life battery – you will run down eventually.





Continually being in work mode can have horrible consequences on your productivity and quality of life. If you spend every waking moment thinking about work, taking phone calls, checking emails and messages, it will inevitably take its toll on you.


In 2019, the Myer-Briggs Company surveyed over 1,000 people and found that those who had more difficulty switching off from work exhibited higher levels of job stress, lack of work–life balance and inability to focus on one task at a time. Out of all the respondents who admitted to being unable to stop working:




	28 per cent said they were unable to mentally switch off


	26 per cent admitted that work interfered with their family and personal life


	20 per cent reported being mentally exhausted.





Switching off means letting go and recovering your sense of balance and calmness. It means using time to focus on non-work stuff, emptying your mind of work pressures and getting a good night’s sleep so that you wake up energized, relaxed and ready to face the day. The alternative is a slow but inevitable decline in energy, motivation, positivity and productivity leading to eventual burnout.
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Don’t take work home


As hard as it might seem, you need to find a balance between performing your job well and taking time out to re-charge. This might require some changes to your working style. If you commute to and from an office, decide how you are going to use your travelling time. Could you commit to using your commute to switch off from work completely? Or could you compromise and work on the commute but commit to never doing office work at home?


If you regularly work from home, you need to set boundaries between your working and non-working space and time. If possible, have a workspace in your home that you can physically step away from, ideally with a door that you can close. Always leave your laptop, work phone and papers in your dedicated work area. Try to mentally leave your work head there as well when you step away.


Whatever you do, try to establish a regular pattern of work and down time each day.







Create ‘switching off’ ground rules


If you really need to work outside of office hours, you might keep one weekend day work-free and allocate a couple of work hours on the other. Maybe you could instigate a 60-minute rule on weekday evenings for clearing important emails.


Whatever you do, avoid working on your laptop or phone just before falling asleep or as soon as you wake up. You just won’t perform at your best at those times. Oh, and holidays? Don’t even think about it.















Eliminate the trivial




Stop leaking energy and time – leave personal distractions at home.





If you’re wasting time on trivial and useless tasks, you’re not alone. Research shows this is a common problem:




	A McKinsey Global Institute study found that only 39 per cent of our time is spent on tasks that are specific to our job role.


	A 2018 survey of 3,000 people in eight countries by Kronos Corporation found that 9 out of 10 respondents wasted time by focusing on activities unrelated to their core job, with 41 per cent saying they lose over an hour a day on non-essential tasks.


	
Vouchercloud.com asked nearly 2,000 UK-based office workers how long they thought they spent working productively in a typical working day. The average answer was only 2 hours and 53 minutes.





So what are we all doing when we’re working so unproductively? The answer is a mix of trivial personal and work-related tasks such as:








	Personal-related

	Work-related










	Gossiping with friends and family

	In unnecessary meetings






	Browsing and shopping online

	Wading through unproductive emails






	Day dreaming

	Re-doing or replicating work






	Job-hunting

	Completing reports no one reads











This is a masterclass right here in what not to do if you want to be productive. Productive people not only avoid these distractions, they work out as a matter of priority how their time is being consumed. When you know that, you can eliminate all the useless stuff and, at the same time, leave the personal/non-work to-do list at home.
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Do a waste audit


Take an honest look at yourself to understand where you might be leaking time and energy at work. Refer back to the ‘urgent versus important matrix’ (Chapter 6) and detail those trivial tasks that sit in the matrix’s two quadrants for unimportant activities.


To help make your list, observe how you spend your working day. Take a note of when you spend time on activities that don’t deliver value. These are tasks that would have no negligible impact on your work success if you completely ignored them.







Eliminate the waste


For each task you’ll need to decide how to proceed. You might simply ignore them, hoping no one else notices. You might delegate, or agree with your boss to have the tasks removed from your area of responsibility. You’ll find advice and tools throughout the book on how you can shed parts of your workload.







Evaluate non-essential tasks


We can all be guilty of doing personal tasks when we should be working, whether it’s a bit of harmless web-surfing, a dash of online shopping, some social networking or a bit of speculative job-hunting. Every minute you spend on these activities is a minute less invested in your work. It’s up to you to decide if that’s a good trade-off.


Whatever you choose to do at work, just be honest with yourself about the impact that your non-essential and non-work tasks have on your ability to do your job well and achieve your goals and targets.















Know if you’re a morning or evening person




Are you a night owl or a morning bird? Work when you feel most alive and energetic!





Blame your ancestors for whether you’re a morning or evening person. A 2019 research study, published in the journal Nature Communications, concluded that it is your DNA that determines your circadian rhythm or natural sleep–wake cycle, and this in turn predisposes you to be more productive and alert at different times of the day. This is why we all have different energy patterns. Morning people are most productive and mentally sharp before lunchtime, while evening people get going later in the day. If you’re at your peak late in the evening, you’re probably a night owl.


Knowing when you are most alive, energetic and productive is important as this is the best time for you to do the bulk of your work, particularly the demanding tasks that you need to be mentally alert for. Unfortunately, many of us have to work at times of the day when we’re not at our best, for example working across time zones, night shifts or irregular hours. Forcing your mind and body to be active at times that don’t fit with your circadian rhythms can be detrimental to your health and productivity. Research published in the Journal of the US National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism found that disturbing your normal sleep–wake patterns can lead to depression, alcohol dependency and psychiatric disorders.


Not everyone is lucky enough to get to pick and choose, but highly productive people will generally stick to their natural preferred circadian patterns, taking care to rest and recover when they’re forced to break them.
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Know your natural pattern …


Bear in mind that it’s not always obvious what your natural sleep–wake cycle is. You may think you’re a morning person simply because your lifestyle or job demands that you get up before 6am. The reality is, you might be much more productive in a role that starts and finishes later in the day.


To find your natural pattern, experiment and observe how you feel when working at different times of the day. Be aware that we do change over time, with research suggesting that as we age, we gravitate to being earlier risers and less alert in the later afternoon and evenings.







… and work with it, not against it


When you are confident of your natural cycle, always book important meetings or do your most challenging work when you know you’re at your best. I’m a morning person so I prefer to kick off any important discussions and brainstorming sessions by 9am. One of my business partners is the opposite and pushes critical meetings to the middle of the afternoon or even early evening.


Make use of any available flexi-time arrangements at work to the extent of starting early and finishing up after lunch if you are strongly a morning person. Likewise, delay the start of your day and finish up in the evening if you’re a night owl. Hopefully this will be one of the benefits of the increase in home-working – the flexibility to adjust your working day.







Make the most of the power nap


A quick power nap at an appropriate time of the day can help you maintain your performance, so if you’re a morning person don’t be shy about taking a short rest in the early afternoon to help you get through the rest of your working day.
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		58 Trust others



		59 Master your memory



		60 Align your work with the team



		61 Stand up when working



		62 Know why you’re doing what you’re doing



		63 No more overtime



		64 Plant seeds



		65 If in doubt, communicate



		66 Celebrate your successes



		67 Master deep working



		68 Change what needs changing



		69 Accept what you cannot change



		70 Be productive after meetings



		71 Stretch your goals



		72 Make learning a priority



		73 Keep your laptop organized



		74 Ensure others are productive



		75 Avoid excessive screen time



		76 Group tasks together



		77 Hire an assistant



		78 Picture what you want



		79 Find your motivation



		80 Track your progress



		81 Maintain a ‘not to-do’ list



		82 Avoid workaholism



		83 Know your own capacity



		84 Always do the right things right



		85 Make friends with AI



		86 Make work fun and enjoyable



		87 Use online tools and apps



		88 Make time



		89 Don’t let others steal your time



		90 Work on your own sometimes



		91 Don’t cheat



		92 Record unexpected ideas



		93 Choose friends wisely



		94 Take care working in groups



		95 Talk more face to face



		96 Invest in you



		97 Be open about your goals



		98 Be honest with yourself



		99 Become a subject matter expert



		100 Review your progress



		And finally



		References



		Copyright











OEBPS/images/fm_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
© 100

- . THINGS -’
PRODUCTIVE
. PEOPLE:- -

’DO e

*

~ Little Lessons
in Getting Things Done

NIGEL CUMBERLAND ’





