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Raise your head to see the way, lower your head to do the job. 
~ Chinese idiom
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PREFACE

PERSONAL PRODUCTIVITY SYSTEMS HELP us to manage our personal time in the most efficient, productive, and effective way. However, systems that are too complicated, too rigid, or too time consuming will sooner or later be rejected—no matter how much potential they have to help us.





Rigid personal productivity systems are often developed by engineers who normally program computers. Even though they try to specify in detail how we should act in every possible scenario, they won’t be able to describe most situations. The world is too complex for rule-based systems. A better approach is to replace the rules with good practices. Then human intuition can come to the rescue.

Complicated personal productivity systems are created by personal productivity gurus. They love to have a multitude of lists, protocols, and tools. But if inventing personal productivity systems isn’t your profession, then you’ll want an easy system that can be implemented promptly and can rapidly result in productive habits.

Time-consuming personal productivity systems are usually implemented in your organization by management consultants. They persuade top management that employees are lazy and accordingly must constantly report upwards. These systems tend to consume more resources than they free up.

Monotasking is a powerful system based on switching between prioritizing and focusing. It’s flexible, easy to learn, and minimally time consuming. However, it is still very capable—and fun. It also embraces the ability to evolve. You can start with this textbook version and then adapt it to your circumstances when you find that you would benefit from that.

This book is organized in seven chapters. The first provides an overview of the monotasking method, and the remaining chapters cover the six areas in which it is most important to achieve success in order to be productive:

• Cut down on tasks to do

• Focus on one task now

• Never procrastinate

• Progress incrementally

• Simplify cooperation

• Recharge creative thinking

The chapters are independent and can be read in whatever order you like. However, if you want to succeed with the monotasking method, you should understand all of them. My recommendation is to use the “panorama cue” while reading this book. It will give you a good idea of how you want to customize monotasking to your special circumstances.

I hope you’ll enjoy the book and benefit from monotasking!

// Staffan






INTRODUCTION

THE FIVE AXIOMS OF MONOTASKING

LITTLE DID THE YOUNG and curious psychology researcher Bluma Zeigarnik know that her seemingly trivial observation in a café would change the game of personal productivity. This was back in the 1920s, but today we are still struggling with how to best use her findings in the modern environment of office work.

Bluma was fascinated by a waiter’s ability to remember what everyone had ordered when someone called for the bill. It didn’t matter that Bluma’s friends had spent hours in the café, ordering multiple times. The waiter successfully recalled everything.
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Then, half an hour after paying, they asked the waiter to rewrite the check. He couldn’t. The surprising answer was, “I can’t recall what you ordered, since you’ve paid the bill.” Until the order was paid, it was available in detail in the waiter’s memory. After that, it was forgotten.1

Could Bluma confirm her theory in a scientific experiment? She let 164 people know that they would perform about twenty tasks. What she didn’t tell them was that half of the tasks would be interrupted before they could be completed. The tasks were interrupted in such a way that no one could suspect that the interruptions were a deliberate part of the experiment. Some tasks were manual work, such as constructing a box of cardboard or making clay figures. Others were mental problems, such as puzzles and arithmetic. Following the last task, participants were asked to recall the tasks they had worked on. Bluma’s initial hypothesis from the café was proven correct. Approximately twice as many of the unfinished tasks were remembered compared to the completed ones.2

The fact that we remember unfinished or incomplete tasks better than the completed tasks usually goes under the name Zeigarnik effect. In order to remember it better, I prefer to call it the waiter effect. As we’ll see later in this book, it can cause us problems. But we can also use it to our advantage. For example, leaving the office in the middle of a task helps you get started easily the next morning, eliminating some of that before-lunch procrastination. This leads us to the first axiom:

• Axiom #1: Started tasks will unconditionally demand space in our daily thinking until we either complete them or delete them.


Every time we switch from one task to another, our brain’s executive control does two things. First, it activates the goal shifting: I did this, now I’ll do that. Second, it creates the context for the new task. The latter is called rule activation.

Switching tasks consumes time. One switch can take as little as a tenth of a second, but during a day of constant switching, it might consume a significant part of your productive time. While looking productive, you’re actually wasting a good amount of time between tasks.3

Task switching also induces errors. Clearing the working memory and reloading the rules of the current task over and over isn’t the best foundation for problem solving. The more complex your task, the more errors will arise because of task switching.

Repeated task switching also reduces what is popularly known as emotional intelligence, or EQ. The switching leads to anxiety, which in turn raises levels of the stress hormone cortisol in the brain. This may contribute to aggressive and impulsive behavior.

Finally, task switching is energy intensive. It burns up oxygenated glucose in the brain. Unfortunately, that is exactly the fuel we need to stay on a task. Task switching thus initiates a vicious cycle, increasing the risk of even more task switching. Depleting these resources also makes us feel exhausted, and even disoriented, quite quickly.4 Here’s the second axiom:

• Axiom #2: Task switching not only slows us down but also inevitably depletes our brain energy.

In our modern society, many things are changing all the time. The task that used to be the most important may no longer be so. It might be that the task requires much more time than we originally predicted, or you might have discovered or been given another new and even more important task. At least once an hour, we should ask ourselves Lakein’s question: “What’s the best use of my time right now?” 5

Even though prioritizing tasks demands significant energy from the brain, we must nevertheless do it often. By limiting the options to only those few which can reasonably be most important, we make it easier for the brain. The monotasking method provides many simple and effective practices and tools, such as the panorama session and the short list, for doing this. It conserves available brain energy and puts it to better use.


Everyone has more tasks on their mental list than they’ll have time to perform. Prioritizing is about doing the first things first. It’s not about prioritizing based on urgency or how long the task has been waiting for your attention. Neither is it following outdated plans.

Transparency is critical when our planning is this dynamic. Stakeholders are waiting for results. They have the right to be informed frequently about whether we intend to carry out this task now or later or not at all. The third axiom thus regards our responsibility:

• Axiom #3: We are responsible for prioritizing the number one most important task right now, as we can always come up with an almost infinite number of valuable tasks to work on.

Brief breaks every hour help us to focus. Our attention span is limited. If we work on the same task for several hours without a break, our minds start to wander. Breaks will also set our muscles in motion. Eight hours of sedentary work every day isn’t good for anyone.6 In addition when we disconnect from our task during breaks, we’ll get new insights—that’s creative thinking. Finally, breaks are a natural point in time for eventually re-prioritizing which task is currently the most important one.

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration estimates that more than 100,000 people are killed or injured in the United States in sleep- or drowsiness-related traffic crashes every year.7 There’s consensus among scientific researchers that lack of sleep and low sleep quality increases the number of errors we make daily in the office reducing our productivity. In addition, when we forgo the important REM stage of sleep, we miss opportunities to learn by experience. There are many resources out there for tips and methods for improving your sleep.

Physical exercise is one proven method of improving sleep.8 Exercising also increases our health and reduces the risk of age-related cognitive decline.9 Creative thinking increases when we exercise.10 Something as simple as having a discussion meeting during a walk instead of in a conference room can do wonders for generating new approaches.11 We are also able to think better when our brains are oxygenated.

Brain energy isn’t only affected by sleep and exercising. What we put in our mouth makes a difference. Almost everything we eat is converted into glucose, which, as mentioned above, is the brain’s fuel. Working on an empty stomach lowers productivity. Pasta, bread, and soft drinks all release glucose rapidly, but this leads to quick bursts of energy followed by steep declines. High-fat foods consumed in combination with complex carbs, like whole grains, provide more sustained energy that won’t result in the blood sugar spikes and drops that can negatively affect the brain. A diet rich in fruits and vegetables can positively affect our mood, making us happier.12 A nourishing and diverse diet is thus fundamental for productivity in the short term as well as in the long term. All these things together form the fourth axiom:

• Axiom #4: Taking breaks, sleeping well, exercising, and eating healthy are mandatory investments, if we want to maintain a sustainable pace every day.

As modern office workers, we find ourselves in the midst of a complex system undergoing constant change. The market for the services our employer offers changes. Our mission changes. Our individual roles and responsibilities change. We learn new things and become both more skilled and effective. Colleagues quit and others are hired, triggering new group dynamics in our team.

There are no methods that work best for everyone. We are all different. We think differently. We are motivated by different things. Despite this, we can learn from each other and experiment with methods that others have found useful.

Peter Drucker said in 1954 that the only valid definition of a business purpose is to create a customer.13 As individuals, we need to ask ourselves why we are here. How can we help our employer solve our customers’ problems? To be faster and more efficient is not enough—we also need to be more effective.

Finally, it can be fun to improve our daily practices. Mastery is one of the most powerful human drives.14 When we feel like we’re growing and become more proficient in what we do, we become more committed to our work and more satisfied with the outcomes.

We must challenge the status quo on a daily basis. Thus, the final axiom:

• Axiom #5: We must adapt our method to our own circumstances individually, gradually, and based on our recent personal experiences. There is no one-size-fits-all method.


To recap, these are the five axioms: (1) starting makes us want to finish, (2) multitasking decreases our speed and energy, (3) it’s our responsibility to prioritize on importance rather than on urgency, (4) breaks, sleep, and a healthy lifestyle are all mandatory to maintaining a sustainable pace, and (5) embracing change and continuous improvement is critical in our ever changing world. These five axioms form the foundation of the monotasking productivity system.






CHAPTER 1

MONOTASKING IN A NUTSHELL

“NO. YOU’VE GOT IT wrong, Mike. Everything you didn’t circle just became your Avoid-At-All-Cost list.” That’s what the incomparably successful investor Warren Buffett told his pilot, Mike Flint, to do with every task that didn’t make it into his list of his top five most important goals.15

We can choose to be more effective. We can stop starting so many new tasks and start completing the tasks we have committed to. We can prioritize the most important tasks instead of those that are most urgent. And we can put our focus on one task at a time.

This first chapter of this book is an introduction to monotasking. It describes the problems and challenges we face in trying to be productive in our modern busy lives. It also presents some of the monotasking tools that make us effective, such as the short list, jumbled priorities, and the panorama cue.






IN ONE MINUTE: THE MONOTASKING METHOD

Five simple concepts:

• The short list is your epicenter in the monotasking method. It holds a maximum of five of your tasks, those that are most important right now. You can only add a task to this list if you remove another.

• The monotasking session is focused on one single task from your short list. The session is terminated by the panorama cue.

• The panorama cue is an alarm set to the next vertical position of the minute hand (9:00, 9:30, 10:00, etc.) that is at least twenty-five minutes away. It transfers your focus from the monotasking session to the panorama session.

• The panorama session is a time to look at all your potential tasks and ask Lakein’s question: “What’s the best use of my time right now?”

• Jumbled priorities should be avoided. Prioritizing urgent tasks over important tasks is an example of jumbled priorities. Completing our most important tasks makes our long-term goals come true.


Questionnaire:

In order to kickstart your neurons, put a checkmark next to every statement below that you consider to be a recurring time robber in your current workplace:

☐ Task switching

☐ Too many stakeholders

☐ Urgent tasks

☐ Three-hour meetings without breaks

☐ Uninspiring mornings

☐ Noisy colleagues

☐ Incomplete work

☐ Everyday administration

☐ Long-term planning

☐ Hard-to-find information

☐ High responsibility and low authority

☐ Impromptu tasks

☐ Delayed decisions

☐ Fear of opposing management

☐ Lack of privacy

☐ Lack of exercise facilities

☐ Blame games

☐ Perfection desire

☐ Going from one crisis to another

☐ Emerging deadlines
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MONOTASKING AND PANORAMA RHYTHM

Off the top of your head, write down important tasks on your short list. Go ahead, I’ll wait. After throwing a glance at yesterday’s list, you might add more, but never reuse yesterday’s list carelessly. Copied tasks must still be important. Limit the number of tasks to a maximum of five.

You switch between panorama mode and monotasking during the day. When you feel like it, you can take breaks in between. Monotasking means zooming in on one and only one task. Panorama means seeing the bigger picture and choosing the most important task for right now.

The monotasking session always starts with setting an alarm: this is the panorama cue. Set it to the next vertical position of the minute hand of the clock, or the one after if it is less than twenty-five minutes away: If the time is 9:15, you set the alarm to 10:00; if the time is 11:03, you set the alarm to 11:30.

When new task ideas emerge in your brain, just jot them down on the short list instead of switching tasks immediately. When people interrupt you, ask them if you can delay your contribution. Of course, do help them if their task is more important than yours.

Put a small “x” next to the chosen task on the short list before switching from panorama mode to monotasking. There must be no doubt about what task or goal you have committed to spend your attention on during the monotasking session. Cross out completed tasks on your list as you go along.
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JUMBLED PRIORITIES

“I have two kinds of problems, the urgent and the important. The urgent are not important, and the important are never urgent.” This food for thought from 1954 is the foundation for the Eisenhower Box, named after the 34th president of the United States.16

Here’s an example. My coworkers urged me to prepare a cake for the coffee break this afternoon—it’s urgent. But urgent does not equal important. The sales report has a deadline next week. It’s less urgent (immediate), but it’s much more important. Important tasks are never urgent. So, write the sales report and forget about the cake.

In 1967, Charles E. Hummel used irony when he wrote: “Urgent, though less important, tasks call for immediate response—endless demands of pressure every waking hour.” He labeled this the problem of jumbled priorities.17 Prioritizing urgent tasks and goals over important tasks and goals is jumbling your priorities.

Important tasks contribute to our long-term goals, while urgent tasks require instant attention. We’re performing important tasks when we act in responsive mode and performing urgent tasks when we act in reactive mode. Prioritizing urgent over important is also known as firefighting.

Once you’ve determined which tasks fall into which category, which we’ll talk about later, you’ll need to follow through with what you’ve prioritized. Stephen R. Covey’s third habit of highly effective people puts this very simply: Put first things first.18 The more time you spend on urgent things, the more the pile of urgent work will grow. Other tasks that used to be important but not urgent will then become urgent as well.
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“I DON’T HAVE TIME” IS A LIE

We’re all aware of more tasks than we’ll have time to perform. Most of these tasks are certainly possible, if we give them top priority. We get twenty-four new hours every day. The reason to say “no” isn’t lack of time—it’s the fact that other tasks have higher priority. So, stop saying, “I don’t have time.”

Well, there is one exception. If I am asked if I can solve seven hundred extra hard Sudoku puzzles tonight, I must admit that there isn’t enough time, due to simple mathematics. Each Sudoku demands thirty minutes. Even if I skip dinner, television, and family—and even book reading—one night is not enough time.

But go ahead and ask me if I can solve seven hundred extra hard Sudoku puzzles in the next year. I would have to dedicate one hour each day to this task. As much as I like Sudoku, there are other, more important tasks that would be left undone. I do have time, but I choose to give higher priority to other tasks.

Why didn’t I set a higher priority to fixing the hole in my wallet? Then I would still have my cash by now. When we don’t prioritize our most important tasks, we spend our time on waste. If you take a peek behind “I don’t have time” you might find a “tyranny of the urgent.”19

It’s how you choose to spend your time that defines your priorities. Don’t feel ashamed of your priorities. By being transparent and allowing others to challenge your priorities, they’ll also respect and accept your “no.” Don’t ever say, “I don’t have time.”
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PANORAMA CUE

Alan Lakein suggested in the 1970s that we could use a timer while focusing.20 The monotasking method switches between what I call the panorama mode—or looking at the big picture—and the monotasking mode. We set an alarm—the panorama cue—before starting the monotasking session. The cue reminds us to stop and re-assess our priorities.

The panorama cue helps us get into the flow. The alarm is set and until it goes off, we don’t question whether this is the right task to do. We selected it, and now we focus 100 percent on this task—we monotask—until the alarm goes off. Then we view all potential tasks, i.e., view the panorama, and select the most important one.

Having focus sessions of a fixed length can be good for rhythm, but unfortunately, that’s a structure that is usually too inflexible. Often, we have a deadline for the task we’re focusing on. The time is 9:08 and we need to be at a meeting at 9:30. The obvious choice is to set the panorama cue to 9:30 or a minute or two before that.

Meetings and other hardscape events—i.e., commitments we can’t shift—conventionally start at one of 48 moments in the day (if you’re using military time): 00:00, 00:30, 01:00, 01:30, and so on through 23:30. Setting your panorama cue to the next such point in time is therefore advisable, so you don’t miss the next meeting.

However, if we’re not missing the start time of the next meeting, we want at least 25 minutes for monotasking mode. Example: If the time is 09:03, we set panorama cue to 9:30; if the time is 9:12, we put the panorama cue to 10:00, if the time is 10:28, we set the panorama cue to 11:00.


MONOTASKING METHOD – SUMMARY

Q: Can you give me a short description of the monotasking method?

A: Ask yourself this question: “What’s the best use of my time right now?” Write down a maximum of five tasks that answer this question. Set your panorama cue to the next half or full hour. Select the most important task on your list and start to work, focusing solely on that task. When the alarm goes off, either take a brief break or start over, reviewing your tasks in panorama mode.

Q: And what’s the elevator pitch then?

A: For people who can imagine more than one single task to do right now, monotasking is a personal productivity method that helps you complete the most important task. Unlike many other productivity methods, monotasking is easy to use, intuitive, and based on scientific research.

Q: Can everyone benefit from monotasking?

A: There are people who are not empowered to do any prioritizing. They are told to always follow detailed instructions from their superiors. These people unfortunately probably can’t benefit from the monotasking method with regard to their work, but the monotasking method can be applied to personal goals as well.
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CHAPTER 2

CUT DOWN ON TASKS TO DO

UNCLEAR PRIORITIES ARE A major threat to productivity. We work a little bit here and we work a little bit there, but nothing is completed. The effort we put into a task may be worthless if the task is not completed. Priorities won’t be clear when we have too many tasks to choose from.

We must learn to regularly remove tasks from our to-do list. To get to the root of the problem, we should also stop listening to task sources that only give us the kind of tasks we won’t do anyway.

This chapter presents hands-on methods to address this problem, including the short list and weeding. These tools emphasize that we must prioritize importance, not urgency. This chapter also gives tips on how we can free up energy by reducing the influx of tasks, sometimes by saying “no” from the very beginning.






IN ONE MINUTE: HOW TO CUT DOWN ON TASKS TO DO

Five simple concepts:

• The busyness fallacy is the inadequate belief that the more tasks you engage in, the more value you add. If you totally fill your schedule up front, you won’t be able to take on new and unforeseen important tasks. You will also most certainly become a bottleneck for others.

• The short list is the list of your five most important tasks right now. You write them down on paper every morning. You’re only allowed to add a new task to the short list if you cross out another task, whether the crossed-out task is completed or not.

• Weekly purpose lets you focus on why. Write an improvement, property, or quality on an index card. It should be something you really want to deliver this week. Attach the card to your cubicle wall. Whenever in doubt, you’ll be reminded of the purpose of this week.

• The grass catcher list is the unsorted collection of tasks and ideas you haven’t yet refused but won’t do right now. Write down three things for each item that you add to the list: the goal, the stakeholder, and the date it entered the list.

• Weeding is the weekly act of removing tasks from the grass catcher list. Weeding is a necessary process for keeping the list readable, timely, and trustworthy. You add new tasks spontaneously to the grass catcher, but you clean this list in one weekly batch.


Questionnaire:

In order to kickstart your neurons, put a checkmark next to every statement below that you consider to be a recurring time robber in your current workplace:

☐ Too many concurrent projects

☐ Too many stakeholders
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