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      Introduction

      An exact-phrase search for “time management” yields nearly 7 million results on Google and more than 9 million hits on Alta-Vista search engines. A search for “time management” in Amazon books returns more than 65,000 results. There are thousands of time management workshops and seminars.

      Clearly, time and the management of time is an important issue, and the supply of time management products — books, articles, CDs, workshops, etc. — reflects the huge demand for these products. The proliferation of time management aids points out how commonplace time pressures have become, and how people are struggling desperately to cope with and find time for the demands placed on them.

      Why do so many people have so much trouble managing their time? We are to blame, in part, for creating our modern lifestyle. We believe that a full life is a busy life, with work, family, hobbies, civic duties — all of which place real and conflicting demands on our time.

      Many of us believe that the answer to this problem lies in compressing more activities into each day — having more things to do than there is time in which to do them is a problem that can be solved by becoming more efficient. If you have ten things on a typical day's to-do list and normally finish only five of them, then figuring out how to do six is a productivity increase of 20 percent. That's great if you're comfortable not doing four things. But that's not time management.

      Some people believe that the answer is to apply more time doing those ten things. If they're work-related tasks, then, obviously, it's necessary to spend more time at work. Because time cannot be created, however, and only reallocated, spending more time on one activity means spending less on another. So, spending more time at work is great if you don't have a family, any relationships, hobbies, personal interests, or need sleep. But that's not time management either. At least it's not healthy time management.

      Time management is activity management and involves defining what tasks need to be done and finding a realistic way in which to do them. Having more tasks to do than time in which to do them ensures failure. And having so much to do that you spend your entire waking life ticking off items from your to-do list will lead to frustration and burnout.

      
        No man ever said on his deathbed, “I wish I had spent more time at the office.”
      

      — Senator Paul Tsongas

      Within this book I'll discuss how to approach and complete tasks — those that are work-related, and those that involve family, friends, and community. These two worlds, if it needs to be said, are in different universes. The goal of the book is to help you deal with continuing time demands with common sense and efficiency so that what is most important receives its due.

      Finally, you can read this book from start to finish, but that's not essential to understand its concepts. Instead, use the Contents to find a chapter about a topic of concern. Choose the subjects that are appropriate to your situation and help you the most. Good luck.
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      Is Time Out of Control?

      We listen in astonishment to the most severe examples on news broadcasts: stories involving someone who becomes so outraged over a seemingly trivial event that he assaults and injures or even kills another person. Road rage is one of the most common manifestations of this disorder, but there are many others and can involve almost any human activity. All that's required are two or more people, a spark, and a participant who takes the whole thing way too seriously. And it appears that these ingredients are available and come into contact with each other with surprising frequency.

      These are extreme manifestations of what is typically referred to as “hurry sickness,” a state of anxiety caused by the feeling of not having enough time in the day to accomplish everything that is required. Some people are so intent upon achieving their goals, that any disruption, even the ordinary, everyday kind, can send them into a homicidal, unthinking rage. We wonder how these people can lose control so quickly and completely, and are comforted knowing that we are more rational, more balanced, and better adjusted. We are unaffected by minor interruptions, and are in complete control of our emotions and actions.

      Are we, really? While most of us, thankfully, are not prepared to commit mayhem when things don't go our way, many of us have a serious problem dealing with events that knock us off course, interfering with our goals. We are a nation of overachievers, with lives stuck on fast forward. With little time to plan, many of us have become adept at crisis management, rushing to put out one fire after another. We're all dependent on overnight delivery and communicating via e-mail, fax, and telephone. We're constantly connected by personal digital assistants and BlackBerries, and we time our commitments to the minute so that we can fit them into our crowded schedules.

      
        Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!
      

      — Lewis Carroll (1832–1898) English author,

      
        Through the Looking Glass
      

      Here's a simple test to see if you're suffering from hurry sickness. All you need is a partner to keep track of time while you estimate how long it takes for one minute to elapse. Sit down and get comfortable. No fair peeking at a watch, or counting off “One Mississippi, two Mississippi. …” To start the test, your partner says, “Go.” When you think a minute has passed, you say “time's up!”

      Go ahead and try it.

      How far did you get? Did you underestimate the amount of time you had waited? If so, you're in the majority. In monitored tests, most folks called out “time's up!” after only about fifteen seconds. At least one subject thought the minute was up after just seven seconds. Very few made it a whole minute.

      If we were as bad at estimating space as we seem to be at estimating time, we'd be crashing into each other all the time.

      Here's another test. Just sit still and do nothing for one minute, sixty seconds, while your partner times you. How long does that minute of enforced inactivity seem to you? Are you uncomfortable with just one minute of stillness?

      A minute has become an eternity. Now we measure time in nanoseconds, one billionth of a second. Super computers perform operations measured in “teraflops” or trillions of calculations per second.

      One more test. It takes a little longer than the one-minute drill, but it isn't difficult, and it doesn't require a partner. Simply leave your watch at home when you go about your business tomorrow. At the end of the day, reflect on these two questions.

      
        	Did you find yourself checking your wrist even when you didn't want or need to know what time it was?

        	Even without your watch, did you have any trouble keeping track of time?

      

      If you answered “yes” to the first question and “no” to the second, you're again in the majority. Most of us have become accustomed to tracking time in ever smaller increments as we drive ourselves from task to task, deadline to deadline, appointment to appointment. We even schedule the fun stuff. This constant checking has become habitual, so we don't even realize how time-driven we've become.

      In our culture the trick is to avoid knowing what time it is. Reminders are everywhere. Clocks leer down at us from office walls, and watches bob on the wrists of almost everyone we meet. The fellow on the radio chirps out the time constantly, in artless variations. (“It's seven sixteen, sixteen minutes after the hour of seven o'clock, forty-four minutes before eight. …”) Our computers flash the time at us when we log in and keep track of every passing minute while we work. Neon signs blink the time and temperature at us as we drive to our next appointment.

      Pause for just a moment to consider this: at one time there were no clocks and no watches. When the first public clock was erected in a village in England, folks flocked to the town square to view the wonder. And it only had one hand! You could tell time only to the nearest hour.

      Can we even imagine life without the timekeepers? Probably not. We're not just aware of time, we're driven by time, besotted with time, engulfed in time.

      
RIDING THE ADRENALINE HIGH

      Here's another simple test to diagnose a possible case of hurry sickness. Just respond “yes” or “no” to the following statement: “I work better under pressure.”

      A lot of us seem to think so. We claim the trait on our resumes (along with “highly motivated self-starter”), and we brag about our ability to perform under the tightest of deadlines.

      Some of us pick up this habit in college, waiting to write that term paper until the day before it's due, pulling an all-nighter, and going to class bleary eyed, bedraggled, but smugly self-satisfied that another challenge has been successfully met. Knowing how clever we are, we carry over the habit to other areas of our lives and press forward confident and hopeful that others will recognize our talents as well.

      You, too? Go back and look at that work after you've calmed down. Your best? If you're honest with yourself, you'll admit that the quality of the work suffers when you race through it.

      And you suffer, too. You've got motion sickness — not the kind that causes queasiness when you react to the rolling of a ship, but rather a physical and psychological dependence on motion and speed that can become almost as powerful as a true addiction.

      “Leisure time” has become an oxymoron. We experience one long workday, broken but not relieved by gulped meals and troubled sleep. Only the models in the clothing catalogs seem to have time to lounge.

      We Americans take shorter and fewer vacations, and we take our work with us, with our beepers and cell phones, faxes and email. Our home computers are extensions of the office, but being able to work at home means that we're always at work.

      Leisure is not as leisurely as it once was, and we race through life checking the “fun” items off the to-do list. Even our play has become purposeful with physical conditioning or enforced “relaxation,” and competitive pastimes (who plays golf without keeping score?). Even birdwatching has become a competitive sport.

      
SIMPLE SYMPTOMS AND SCARY CONSEQUENCES OF HURRY SICKNESS

      How about you? Have you got a case of hurry sickness? Symptoms include:

      • nervousness

      • depression

      • fatigue

      • appetite swings

      • compulsive behavior (repetitive actions that are difficult or even impossible to stop)

      • unwillingness and even inability to stop working

      • inability to relax even when you do stop working

      That's not good, but it's not lethal. Hold on. It gets worse. We all have to run the occasional sprint, meet the unyielding deadline, cope with the unforeseen emergency. And we can do so effectively and without long-term damage. It can even be exhilarating.

      But keep driving in that fast lane until it becomes a way of life and you run the risk of:

      • hypertension

      • heart disease

      • migraines

      • insomnia

      • digestive problems

      • stroke

      The stress of rushing through life suppresses the immune system, hampering the natural formation of T-lymphocytes (white blood cells) and leading to increased susceptibility to infection and cancer.

      Life in the fast lane can make you sick. It can even kill you.

      
REPORTS OF THE “DEATH OF WORK” PREMATURE

      In an article in a 1959 issue of The Saturday Evening Post, highly regarded historian and social commentator Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., warned Americans of “the onrush of a new age of leisure.” Warned? In 1967 noted sociologists came before a U.S. Senate subcommittee on labor to predict with great confidence that Americans would soon be enjoying a twenty-two-hour work week or a twenty-two-week work year. Many of us would be retiring at thirty-eight, these experts said, and the big challenge, as Schlesinger indicated eight years earlier, would be in handling all that free time.

      These prognostications remind me of the executive at Decca Records who turned down the chance to sign a garage rock band from England because “guitar music is on the way out.”

      The band was The Beatles, and they did okay with three guitars and a set of drums. The only one on the way out was the Decca exec.

      How could the “experts” have been so wrong? What happened? Why didn't our marvelous technology usher in the Age of Leisure?

      We took the money. We opted for a higher material standard of living instead of time off.

      You don't remember making that choice? Perhaps it was never offered to you, at least not in those terms. But by and large most of us decided to work more rather than less, and more of us went to work, so that instead of the Age of Leisure we created the Age of Anxiety and the norm of the two-income household.

      Women, in particular, got caught in the time crunch. You were supposed to be able to have it all, a thriving family and a successful career. But too many superwomen came home from a hard day at the office only to find all the housework waiting for them. They wound up working, in essence, a double shift, all day, every day. And single mothers never had a choice. If they didn't do it, it didn't get done.

      Whether or not we made the choice consciously, there was plenty of pressure on us to choose the money. And it paid off; our standard of living rose as our incomes increased, and now every household is jammed with appliances, electronics, and … stuff. We want just about everything that's new and discard whatever's broken, worn, or just out of style with such frequency that our landfills are overflowing.

      Hard workers get and keep jobs as well as social approval and disposable income. When the boss advises us to “work smarter, not harder,” she really means “get more done,” and that means working harder as well as smarter. “You can do more with less,” we're told when asked to take over the workload for a departed colleague (no doubt a victim of “downsizing,” or even “rightsizing”). But it's a lie. You can't do more with less. You can only do more work with more time, effort, and energy, and that time, effort, and energy have to come from other parts of your life — like conversation, sleep, and play.

      
WE HAVE SEEN THE ENEMY, AND IT IS US

      Is it all the bosses' fault? Not really. In many ways we've inflicted hurry sickness on ourselves.

      We use our busy-ness as a measure of our self-worth and importance. We define our sense of purpose and our meaning in terms of our to-do list. We've internalized the clear social message that busy people are worthy people, even morally superior people. (“Idle hands are the devil's workshop.”)

      It isn't just peer pressure. Deep down inside us, stillness makes us nervous. Many of us actually dread free time and secretly look forward to Monday morning (although we'd never admit it). Unstructured time is threatening, and so we fill up the hours — all of them.

      We abhor the notion of “wasting” time and speak of “saving” time, and “spending quality time,” as if, as the adage has it, time were money, or at least a commodity like money, capable of being either stashed or squandered.

      
        “Half our life is spent trying to find something to do with the time we have rushed through life trying to save.”
      

      — Will Rogers (1879–1935),

      American humorist and philosopher

      So where is that “time” you've “saved”? You can't see it. You can't hold it in your hands. You can't put it in a box and hide it for safekeeping.

      
JUST WHAT IS TIME, ANYWAY?

      “If no one asks me, I know,” St. Augustine once replied to this question. “If they ask and I try to explain, I do not know.”

      Here's a simple way to find out what time is to you. Jot down several phrases that use the word “time” in them. Make them descriptive of the way you relate to time. For example, you might write:

      “I'm trying to learn to spend my time wisely,” or

      “I've found that I can save time by making a to-do list every morning before work,” or

      “I tend to waste time after dinner.”

      Go ahead and take a moment to write a few. (This book is all about you working out your relationship with time. I promise the exercise has a point.)

      Now rewrite each statement, but substitute the word “life” for the word “time” and see what you come up with.

      In our examples above, we'd get:

      “I'm trying to learn to spend my life wisely.”

      “I've found that I can save life by making a to-do list.”

      “I tend to waste life after dinner.”

      The point to this little parlor trick? (Did you think of it as a “waste of time”?) If even one of your revised statements startled you, even a little bit, you got the point. We aren't talking about some tangible commodity when we discuss the time of our lives. We're talking about our very lives. We no more “have” time than we “have” inches of height.

      Time is nothing more (or less) than a way of measuring out our lives. Other cultures measure time other ways, and some cultures don't measure it at all.

      Here are how some other cultures speak of time:

      “Think of many things. Do one.” — Portuguese saying

      “Sleep faster. We need the pillows.” — Yiddish saying

      “Haste has no blessing.” — Swahili saying

      “There is no hand to catch time.” — Bengali saying

      “Today can't catch tomorrow.” — Jamaican saying

      And here's our own beloved bard, William Shakespeare, advising us from a long-gone time: “O, call back yesterday, bid time return!”

      Can't be done. So, how “much” time do you really “have”? In one sense, we each have exactly the same “amount.” We have the moment we're living right now. That's all. And it's everything.

      That's not to say we shouldn't learn from the past and plan for the future, even if we can't store it or hold it. We're going to do a great deal of learning and planning as we explore time together. However, although we remember the past and envision the future (both highly creative acts), we can't live in either one of them.

      You can only live as well as you can in the now. This book is designed to help you do that, and you have more choice in the matter than you think. To a great extent, you get to decide how you live right now.

      You can use this basic checklist, four questions to help you make those decisions:

      
        	What has to be done?

        	What has to be done first (what's most important)?

        	How much of it has to be done?

        	How fast does it have to be done (what's the deadline)?

      

      The answers to these questions will enable you to decide what to do now. These decisions will add up to your whole life, well lived.
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      Are You Really as Busy as You Think?

      Are you working longer and harder now than you used to? You said “yes,” right? Most people do — especially those who buy books on time management.

      Juliet Schor agrees with you.

      In her 1991 bestseller The Overworked American, Schor notes that the shrinking American work week bottomed out at 39 hours in 1970 before it started to rise. She says we now work an extra 164 hours — one full month — each year. She also notes the rise in the two-income household in the last twenty-five years. While we're putting in those longer hours on the job, there's no one at home to clean and cook and plan a social life.

      The average American works two months a year more than most Europeans, she adds. Four weeks of time-off a year are mandated by law in Switzerland and Greece, for example, and workers in France and Spain must have five weeks. Actual vacation time is often a lot longer (five to eight weeks a year in Sweden).

      A recent study by the National Sleep Foundation shows that 38 percent of all full-time workers spend fifty or more hours on the job each week. Investment bankers, medical residents, corporate lawyers, and many other professionals are subject to elastic hours, working more than seventy per week, not including the paperwork they bring home.

      
HOW WE'RE REALLY SPENDING OUR TIME

      Our government agrees that we're working more. A report published in 2004 by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, Department of Health and Human Services, found that “The average number of hours worked annually by workers in the United States has increased steadily over the past several decades and currently surpasses that of Japan and most of Western Europe.”

      Surprisingly, a study by Dr. John Robinson, director of the Americans' Use of Time Project at the University of Maryland, and Dr. Geoffrey Godbey, professor of leisure studies in Penn State's College of Health and Human Development, indicates that our free time is increasing as well. Their research, published in the 1999 edition of Time for Life: The Surprising Ways Americans Use Their Time, show that we have experienced a steady increase in free time over the thirty-five years of the study. Americans between the ages of eighteen and sixty-one years report having forty-one hours a week of free time compared with twenty-five hours a week in 1965. There was a significant gender gap in free time reported with men logging 43.6 hours a week versus 38.5 hours for women. That difference is due largely to the increased number of women working more than twenty hours a week who also spend a significant amount of time performing household chores.

      So, we're not only working more, but we have more free time as well.

      
SUPER-SIZE MY DAY

      How can we have more leisure time and work longer hours simultaneously? And why do we still feel rushed? Watching television eats up almost half the average American's free time, Robinson and Godbey report. Perhaps time spent passively absorbing those flickering images somehow doesn't register as “leisure,” and we subconsciously subtract it from free time, the time we feel we can choose to spend as we wish.

      As a nation, we spend significantly less time in food preparation and household chores than we did in the past. We also spend less time shopping for goods and services. These two findings were reported in a 2006 Federal Reserve Bank of Boston Working Paper, Measuring Trends in Leisure: The Allocation of Time over Five Decades by Mark Aguiar and Erik Hurst.

      We also spend less time on personal care than we did, which may be a byproduct of the “dress down” and “casual Friday” movements that gained steam in the past decade. The time gained from avoidance of these activities appears to have been banked in the leisure time category.

      Yet, most Americans still feel rushed and stressed.

      A Pew Research Center report released in 2006 indicated that 23 percent of Americans always feel rushed and another 53 percent sometimes feel rushed. If we look at women alone, 26 percent always feel rushed and 54 percent sometimes feel rushed. It's not surprising that the numbers are even higher for working women with children. A whopping 41 percent of that group report always feeling rushed, and on the other end of the scale, only 7 percent indicated that they never felt rushed. It turns out that working mothers feel they're too busy because they are too busy.

      Although these figures fluctuate somewhat over time, approximately three-quarters of Americans feel rushed, and we may assume stressed, at least some of the time.

      Our jobs create stress and probably always will: there is more to do than time in which to do it even though we're working longer hours; our supervisors are stressed and pass down their stress; industries continue to be in flux as mergers and acquisitions remain commonplace; and positions are unstable as businesses adjust to changing market conditions and increased foreign competition. No surprise that these conditions cause heartburn on a daily basis. Is our free time a source of stress also?

      Do we spend half our free time in front of the television because we're too tired to think of anything else to do and even if we could, too tired to do it? Do we have so much to do that the necessity to schedule free time disrupts our enjoyment of leisure activities and saps any rejuvenating qualities they might provide? Definite possibilities. It's also possible that more and more of us are just unable to relax. We carry over our multitasking work habits to our personal lives and try to cram more into each free hour. We use the computer while we're watching television, talk on the phone while shopping, check e-mail on vacation. There is no down time, no time out.

      
LOGGING YOUR TIME

      This book is about you. So how about it? Are you too busy? Are you wasting too much time? No survey or study of the average American's lifestyle will answer that question for you. You get to decide what's a waste of your time. And you get to decide how you're going to spend that time.

      First you need to know how you're spending your time now. Are you willing to take a close, honest look at the way you spend your time (which is to say, the way you live)? If you don't like what you find, will you use the results to redirect your efforts and energies?

      To do so takes effort and self-awareness. It also takes courage.

      Get yourself a notebook to begin this weeklong time logging exercise. Make sure it's portable, able to fit in your purse, coat pocket, backpack, or briefcase. You'll want to have it with you all the time. On the first page of that notebook, list the major categories you want to track. Your list will be different from mine or anybody else's.

      Certainly we'll all include the same basic categories, such as “sleep.” But you may want to differentiate between “bed sleep” and “nap-in-the-living-room-recliner sleep,” for example. This part of the exercise can be very illuminating, as the numbers you gather here may confirm why your spouse keeps telling you to “come to bed.”

      We'll all have “eat” on our lists of basic time-consuming activities, but again, you may want to split food time into regular sit-down meals, eat-and-run drive-through raids on nutrition, and foraging (or snacking or noshing or whatever you call it).

      Is “work” specific enough for you? It depends on how much you want to learn from this self-study. I suspect most of us will want to keep closer tabs on exactly what we're doing at work, breaking time into categories such as “meetings” (perhaps also differentiating between “productive meetings” and “total-waste-of-time meetings”?), “report writing,” “responding to telephone inquiries,” “commute time” (Don't forget commute time, which may be a major and previously unnoted time-consumer), and even “break time.” (Don't be afraid to chart breaks. You may well discover that you take too few rather than too many.)

      The more categories you create, the more precise and helpful the information, and the more annoying keeping track will be. The more you decide to put in, the more you'll get out later, so err on the side of overscrupulous data-keeping. The information you collect here is going to serve you well.
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