
THE LAST WORD ON TIME MANAGEMENT 

from Michael Neill 
The best time management systems, or so it seems to me, are the ones that take the least time to manage.  With that in mind, I've simplified a number of popular systems into three key words - the only three things you need to do to effectively manage your time now and on into the future.

1. CLARITY 
In Lewis Carroll's "Alice in Wonderland", young Alice has the following exchange with the Cheshire Cat: "Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?" "That depends a good deal on where you want to get to," said the Cat. "I don't much care where -" said Alice. "Then it doesn't matter which way you go," said the Cat. 
If it does matter to you which way your life goes, then the most important choice you can make is what you choose to make important.

There are a number of excellent systems for this, which I will sum up briefly below...

a. ABC priorities

This is perhaps the most common piece of time management wisdom - prioritize your goals and tasks according to a simple ABC system of "Must, Should, Could".  My own slight variation on this is to redefine ABC in terms of consequences:

A = Bad things happen if I don't

B = Good things happen if I do

C = That'd be nice

b. The Four Quadrants

Stephen R. Covey made the 4 quadrant approach of Roger and Rebecca Merrill famous in his landmark book "The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People". Essentially, every goal or activity can be placed in one of four quadrants:

I. Important and Urgent

II. Important but not Urgent

III. Not Important but Urgent

IV. Not Important and Not Urgent

What makes this system different to a simple ABC is the relative weighting of each quadrant.  While quadrant I activities (Important and Urgent) still need to be tackled first, the real gold is to be found in quadrant II - doing what's important BEFORE it becomes urgent.

c. The 80/20 Rule

The 80/20 rule is based on an anomaly first pointed out by the 19th century economist Wilfred Pareto, who noticed that 80% of a nation's wealth seemed to be controlled by 20% of its people.

Once you start looking, you can find this 80/20 relationship everywhere, and time management is no exception - 80% of your meaningful results come from 20% of your efforts.

1. Make up a master-task list (or goal list) - everything you could possibly think of to do to move forward in your life.

2. Add up the number of items on the list and divide that number by 5.  This will be your 80/20 number.  (For example, if there are 20 things on the list, your 80/20 number is 4; if there are 50 items on your list, your 80/20 number will be 10.)

3. Your 80/20 number represents the most important 20% - if you were only allowed to focus on this many goals or activities, which ones would you choose?  Which ones would fall away?

While any of the above clarification systems are valuable, they are only necessary up until the point where you have clarity. From that point forward, action trumps planning, every single time.
Clarity allows you to take the millions of things you could be doing with your time and narrow them down to the one, two or three things that are really important in any given moment.

It lets you choose what matters most so that it will never be at the mercy of what matters least.

But you may have noticed that even when you're clear about what's most important, you don't always manage to get it done.

Enter the second word of our three word system...

2. STRUCTURE

Have you ever wondered why it is that you never find time to work on that novel or move forward on your "wow!" goals but you pretty much always find time to brush your teeth and take out the trash?

Is it because tooth brushing and trash dumping matter so much more than expressing your creativity and living the life of your dreams? Or is it because you have a structure in place for getting them done?

There are two kinds of structures that adapt most easily to getting things done effortlessly:

a. External Reminders

The reason you probably get the trash to the curb at roughly the same time each week is that you know that someone else will be showing up to remove it.  Knowing that your trash gets picked up on a Wednesday morning is the surest way to make sure it gets taken out on a Tuesday night.  Of course if you forget, the smell of a week's accumulated garbage will serve as an external reminder for next week's collection.

Other useful external reminders include:

*Making an appointment with another person to work on it *Putting it in your diary as an appointment (even if it's an appointment with yourself) *Setting an alarm to go off shortly before you're due to do it *Leaving yourself a message on your answering machine *Asking your boss, manager, colleague, friend or spouse to check in with you about it and hold you accountable

b. Personal Routine

Chances are that you almost never put "brush teeth" on your to-do list.  This is because brushing your teeth is a routine that you have followed for so long you don't even have to think about it - you just do it.

Here are some of the traits of an effective personal routine:


*There's no decision to make - it's not based on whether or not you feel like it *It happens regularly enough that you don't have to remember whether or not to do it today *You've either done it or you haven't - there's no real wiggle room

Which leads us to these guidelines for creating one:

- Tie it in to an existing routine - something you already reliably do pretty much every day. 
Examples: Practice your Italian during lunch; go for a run on the way home from the office; work on your novel in the bathroom (reportedly a favorite strategy of the French novelist Victor Hugo)

- Decide up front how much is enough.  Phrases like "as long as I've written a single word", "at least ten minutes", "exactly three times" and "no more than an hour" work much better than "until I'm tired" or "as often as I can"

- Remember that the effort you put into creating the routine will be repaid in how effortless it will be to carry on with it in the future.  Don't worry if it's hard to get started - you can do hard.  Once you've gotten used to it, you won't even have to think about it.  It will be as natural as brushing your teeth and as easy as taking out the trash.
While there are hundreds of books written on time management, most of them focus entirely on the first two words we have explored - clarity and structure.  Clarity of intention, value and prioritization of tasks and projects makes it easy to know what to do when; structure, in the form of systems, process and routine, creates the pathways for getting those things done.

So why do we even need a third word?

Because no time management system on earth can actually get you to actually live according to your clear priorities or make use of your robust yet elegant structures.

Enter "the last word" on time management...

3. BOLDNESS

"To know just what has to be done, then to do it, comprises the whole philosophy of practical life."

-Sir William Osler

It was my friend and mentor Steve Chandler who pointed out to me that ultimately, the effectiveness of any time management system comes down to boldness - your willingness to actually follow through on your priorities and capitalize on your systems and structures, regardless of what circumstances the world happens to throw at you on any given day.

Over the years, I have worked with:

Spouses whose partner wants them home for dinner while clients wanted them to stay late at work; Upwardly mobile parents trying to balance getting a raise at work with raising healthy happy kids ; Would be artists, musicians and writers whose friends could seemingly never understand why they wanted to get up early in the morning when the evening has always "only just begun"

In every case, the solution to their apparent dilemma was the same - finding the boldness inside themselves to say "yes" to their personal priorities and "no" (for now) to everything else.

While some people fear they don't have what it takes to back up their chosen priorities with action, if you look around a bit you'll probably find loads of places where you are already a shining example of "boldness in action."

For example, how often do you miss a flight when you are going on vacation?  Do you think you would turn up late to a meeting with your child's doctor about his or her mystery illness?

When's the last time you missed out on great sex because "something came up"?

The reason why there are certain things in your life that you can always find time for is because you hold them in a different way in your brain.  Instead of thinking of them as things you'll do "if you can" or "circumstances permitting", they are things you'll get done "or die trying".

And while there's no point in running yourself ragged trying to live up to the countless expectations people attempt dump on us throughout a typical day, isn't it nice to know that if the commitment you've made is to your own success, happiness and well-being, you're more than capable of keeping it?

In "You Can Have What You Want", I offer what I call "the million dollar question":

If you knew that you were going to be paid a million dollars (or whatever would be exciting and inspirational for you) for the successful achievement of whatever it is you say you want in your life, what would you do differently to go about getting it?

If you can answer this question, you know that the problem isn't outside you - it's in a lack of clarity about what there is to be done, a lack of structure to support you in doing it, or a lack of boldness to follow through on what matters most - to you.

And fortunately for all of us, clarity, structure and boldness are never more than one thought and one action away. 
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