Chapter 2

WHY TIME
MANAGEMENT courses

DON'T WORK
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Whenever | teach a project management course and talk about
how to manage multiple projects simultaneously, | always start
out in the same way:

"It's a time management problem. Get your training department
fo organize a time management course and you'll be fine.”
laughter. (I'm obviously not going to get off that lightly.]

" . 2//
Have you ever done a time manogemem coursec
//Yes. "

"So you don't have a problem — you can leave now.” Laughter
again.

“No, I'm serious. If you've done a course and done what it

said, then you wouldn't have a problem . . . would you?”

”

"Hm, | suppose . . .
“So it wasn't a very good course?”

“No, it was a great course. | learned good stuff like getting rid
of time stealers and planning my day and the two-minute rule
(gefting something done and out the way if it can be done
within a minute or two).”

"So what happened? I the courses were so good, why do you
still have a problem with overload?”

"

‘I fell back into my old ways . . .

‘I came back to work and it was okay for a week or two but
then it just went back to the way it was before . . ."

‘I didn't have time to implement what | leared . . ." (The old
ones are bestl)
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What is inferesting about all of these answers is that the people
feel that they did something wrong. They failed in some
way — falling back info their old ways or allowing work fo
overwhelm them or not finding the time to implement the time
management techniques from the course.

In saying these things, these people are doing an injustice to
themselves. Because they didn't fail. It wasn't something they
did or didn't do. It was something else entfirely.

So what happened?

Here's a way that you could think about or model the world. In
any period of time — the rest of today or the rest of this week
or this month or this year or even your whole life — there are a
bunch of things that you will have to do — things like your job,
the weekly shopping, mow the lawn efc. Think of them as a
physical pile of stuff, like a pile of bricks.

Now place on top of that pile another pile of stuff. These are
the things which, in the same period of time, you like to do and
would like to do more of. Your hobbies or socializing or hanging
out with your children or loved one, for example.

Next, place on top of that pile another pile of stuff. These are

things you hate to do but you have to do them anyway. Paying
your taxes, queuing at airports, being stuck in traffic and so on.
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“It's easier to do frivial things that are
urgent than it is to do important things
that are not urgent, like thinking. If's
also easier to do little things we know
we can do, than to start on big things
we're not so sure about.”

- JOHN CLEESE

Finally, place on top of the pile a fourth pile of stuff. These are
the things that you would really love to do. These are the things
which, if you didn't have to bother with the pesky business of
earning a living, you would be doing all the time. These are
the things which, it you won the lottery, you would do. Leamn
fo paint or become a rock guitarist or sail around the world or
climb the seven tallest peaks on the seven continents or what-
ever. So there we have it — a great big pile of stuff towering
up fo the sky:

REALLY LOVE TO DO

Go to your salsa class —
Learn to paint "
Become a rock guitarist —

Sail around the world ———%

Start own business ————wgp HATE TO DO

S ——— Paying taxes
Queuing
LIKE TO DO — Getting stuck in traffic
Take kids to the movies — >
Reading novels ——————>
Cooking new dishes ————————
Hanging with your friends

Dining out with your partnet:
HAVE TO DO

<¢——— Weekly grocery shopping
<— Gotowork
- Mow the lawn
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Now imagine a second pile of stuff. These are the things which,
in the same period of time — the rest of today or the rest of this
week or this month or this year or even your whole life — you
will actually do. They are the things, drawn from each of the
four categories, which will actually get done.

REALLY LOVE TO DO

Go to your salsa class

HATE TO DO

- \ Paying taxes

~a—— Queuing

/ Getting stuck in traffic

LIKE TO DO
Take kids to the movies — > @
Hanging with your friends —_
HAVE TO DO
; Weekly grocery shop
~——— Goto work
/ Mow the lawn

Do Less - Do Nothing For Two Minutes

Bizarre as it may seem, doing nothing can be
difficult. Try the following for example and see how
you gef on. Visit this link http://www.donothingfor
2minutes.com/. Now just sit there and relax. Was it
a blissful oasis of calm in a busy day2 Or were you
fidgeting after 30 seconds®
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In general, for most people, the first pile of stuff is several, or
maybe many times, higher than the second pile. Perhaps it has
fo do with how ambitious you are, or how driven you are.
Perhaps it has to do with how organized or efficient you are.
Perhaps it has something to do with your age — you reach a
cerfain point in your life and you start to realize that life isn't
infinite after all. You realize that if there are things you want to
achieve in your life, you better start thinking of doing them now.

Now, if you go on a fime management course or do what a
time management book says, what will happen?

Well, it should have the effect of increasing the second pile
(unless it's a particularly awful course or book). You will become
more efficient. You will be able to get more stuff done.

Take something like the two-minute rule. David Allen mentions
it in his very popular time management book, Getting Things
Done.> We could imagine somebody who bought that book
and just implemented that one idea, and would be able to
increase the height of the second pile as litle things whizzed
across his desk and were dealt with.

But Allen’s book or any other time management book or course
isn't going to solve the basic problem that the first pile will still

be many times higher than the second pile.

This is the problem with time management books and courses
and systems. They don't solve the right problem.

The problem with time management books and courses
and systems is that they don't solve the right problem.
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If you want to become more efficient and get more done, then
time management will solve that problem. But that's not the
problem most people have — or af least, it's not the most press-
ing problem.

The most pressing problem is that people have far more to do
than they have time available to do it.

This then, is the reason why people report things like, “I fell
back into my old ways” or “work overwhelmed me” or “I didn't
have time”.

Of course these things happened — because nothing had
changed.

The first pile was sfill several times higher than the second pile.

The people who implemented what they learned on the time
management course got a momentary “spike” or step-up of
productivity that gave them the illusion that they had solved the
problem.

But the problem remained.
The time management course hadn't solved it because this is
not the problem that time management courses solve — even

’rhough, perhops, They imp|y that They do.

And this is not to rubbish time management books and courses.
They have their place and do useful things.

But they don't solve the problem you need to solve.
So if you're planning to spend your time and/or money on a
fime management book or course, just pause for a moment and

ask yourself what problem you're trying to solve. If it's the
problem of efficiency, i.e. you want fo not wasfe time and get
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more done in the available time, then go for it. A time manage-
ment course will do the business for you.

But if the problem you're trying to solve is too much to do and
not enough fime fo do if, then forget about it. You'll just be
wasting your time and money and you'll come away frustrated
and feeling let down.

For that problem — too much to do and not enough time to do
it — you need a different solution.

And before we talk about the solution, we need to talk about
the nature of the solution.

Compare these two reviews of the book | mentioned earlier,
one of the most popular and bestselling time management
books of recent times, Getting Things Done by David Allen.

First, the bouquet: “This is a lifechanging book. | was drowning
in paper, felt constantly anxious about things | wasn't getting
done, was missing deadlines, finding it hard to keep on top
of my various commitments and projects. | thought | was just
a disorganized person; this book has changed everything
for me. | now have a clear idea of my commitments, an easy-
access and reliable filing system, a simple way of capturing all
my necessary actions, an empty inbox, and freer weekends.”

Wow!

Now, the brickbat: “I'll keep it brief because I'm guessing you're
short on time — if only David Allen had done that. Instead this
book is hundreds of pages of time management advice which,
if you could take a year off to learn it, and then spend half your
week organizing it as he suggests, it might all come together.
David Allen has a knack of overcomplicating things so adding
complexity to an already busy schedule — no thank youl”

Same book!
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So what's happening here? Maybe the bouquetgiver had a
problem with efficiency, wanted to find ways to do more in the
time he had available and therefore found the methods in the
book porﬂcu|or|y he|pfu|. And perhaps the reason the brickbat
did not find it as useful was because it wasn't actually solving
the right problem for him.

More importantly though, what this also shows is that different
things work for different people. The reason | mention this is fo
avoid falling into that trap in this book. Take what you will from
the ideas in this book and see the various challenges as items
on a menu. You don't have to try everything on the menu — just
the ones that you like, that you find work for you.

If you've got too much to do and not enough time to
do if, better fime management is nof the answer —
you need a different solution.
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