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Introduction

 

            As you may have noticed, this is a pretty short book.  That’s intentional, and it’s done for a very specific purpose.  The ideas laid out here aren’t things you should spend a lot of time reading about; they’re things you should spend a lot of time doing.

            This book isn’t arranged in any particular order, so feel free to just jump to any page and start taking action on what you learn.

            The advice in this book is simple, but don’t let the simplicity fool you: these ideas are powerful.  They’ve been gathered from the world’s top productivity experts, and they work.  Give them the respect they deserve, and you’ll be well rewarded.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Don’t Multi-Task

 

            If you consider yourself a good multi-tasker, I have bad news for you:

            Multi-taskers are worse than single-taskers … at everything.

            Sorry to be the one to break this to you, but this has actually been proven a number of times in scientific studies.  One of the most notable examples was an experiment conducted in 2005 at King’s College.  In this experiment, the experimenters administered IQ tests to three groups of people:

 The first group did nothing but perform the IQ test.

            The second group was distracted by e-mail and ringing phones while taking the test.

 The third group took the test while stoned.  Yes, stoned.

            As you might have guessed, the first group did better than the other two groups.  No surprises there.

            Here’s the interesting part: the e-mailers actually did worse than the stoners.

            That’s right: trying to multi-task, even with simple things like checking your email, is actually worse for your productivity than getting high.

            Not to mention less fun.

 This makes sense when you think about it.  For example, which is harder: to just sit down and do your math homework, or to do your math homework while talking to someone?  It’s not just harder, it’s impossible.  You have to do either one or the other.

            So when you have an important task to work on: turn of your cell phone, don’t check your email, don’t take a break every ten minutes to check out your favorite blog, etc.  You should either be in full work mode, or full relaxation mode.  Not some weird semi-productive gray area in between.

 

Don’t Eat Fatty Foods Before

Doing Anything Important

 

            Obviously we all know that eating high-fat food isn’t good for our bodies.  The thing that a lot of people don’t know, however, is that it also isn’t good for our brains.

            A number of recent studies on the relationship between food and brain function have revealed that when a person eats foods that are high in fat, it significantly lowers their ability to process and remember information.

            To put it simply, eating fatty foods actually makes you more stupid on a measurable neurological level.

            So what’s the take-away from this? If you have an important presentation coming up, or if you have to study for a big test, or if you just know that you’re going to have to work really hard on something for a while, make sure that you eat really healthy beforehand.  If you spend the day eating lots of fruits and vegetables, you’ll have more energy, be more mentally alert and focused, and just generally feel better, which will allow you to take whatever your big project is and really knock it out of the park.

 

Take Frequent,

Scheduled Breaks

            Most people work best in 60 to 90 minute blocks of time, followed by 5-10 minute breaks.

            Working at least 60 minutes will give you plenty of time to get into a good flow (and actually take advantage of it once you’re there), and keeping it under 90 minutes prevents you from getting burned out.  You’ll have to experiment in order to find out what an ideal time increment is for you, but try to keep it in this range.

            Also, it’s important that during your 5-10 minute breaks, you really take a break.  Don’t let yourself do semi-productive tasks out of guilt (such as checking email).  You should ideally do something that is relaxing and lets your brain rest, such as taking a quick 5 minute nap, going for a short walk, etc.

            This lack of mental stimulation will keep your brain from becoming over-saturated with minutia, so that when you return to your project, your mind will be completely clear and ready to get back down to work.

 

Don’t Try To Schedule Everything

 

            This may seem counter-intuitive to people who pride themselves on how organized they are, but trying to schedule every minute of your day is wasteful and counterproductive.

            What happens to your precious schedule if something gets delayed early in the day? Everything else gets pushed back, and you feel stressed out.  Not helpful.

            It’s also frequently impossible to figure out how long a given task is going to take in advance, so the idea of organizing your whole day is futile from the start.

            Some tasks certainly need to be scheduled.  But trying to set an exact time frame for every activity in your day is not only impossible, but wouldn’t even be worth if it were possible.

            Daily routines are supposed to make things easier, not more complicated.  So when you set your schedule, make sure that you control it, rather than the other way around.

 

Be Stingy With Your

Time And Effort

 

            Most people are pretty careful when it comes to how they use tangible things like money, but terrible when it comes to using their time, energy, and effort.

            For example, some people will spend an hour of their time in a given week clipping coupons that will save them about $5, despite the fact that they make $15 an hour at their job.  If someone offered to give you $5 in exchange for $15, would you take them up on it?  Hopefully not.

            Unfortunately, people tend to spend most of their time and effort on things that make them neither happy nor productive.

            Reading a novel is an example of something that will make you happy, but isn’t particularly productive.  Working on starting a personal business is an example of something that usually isn’t very fun, but it’s super productive.

            Most people, however, decide not to do fun things (because it makes them feel irresponsible) or productive things (because it’s hard), and instead focus most of their time on mostly useless busy-work, like checking email, doing minor chores and errands, etc.  It makes them feel busy, but it doesn’t require much actual work.

            You only get so much time in your life.  If you’re going to be spending it on something, make sure you spend it on something really responsible that will have a big impact on your life, or something really irresponsible that you really enjoy.

 

Start Treating Your Attention

Like A Tangible Resource

 

            We have ways of measuring certain intangible resources, like time, but so far no one has come up with a way of measuring our mental focus.  Because of this, people often waste their attention on a massive scale without even realizing it.

            Think about this for example:

            It’s a Saturday afternoon, and since you’ve spent the morning relaxing, you feel like it might be a good idea to get something productive done.  You check your email, and discover that a big problem has come up at work that you can’t do anything about until Monday.

            How much do you think you’ll enjoy the rest of your weekend?  Probably not much.  You have enough time to relax, work on personal projects, etc, because a little part of your brain is worrying about what you’re going to do at work on Monday. You have the time, but not the attention to use it well.

            Guard your mental attention with as much diligence as you guard your money.  It is far more valuable.

 

Learn Speed Reading

 

            Speed reading is an incredibly valuable skill that will serve you for the rest of your life.  The amount of written information that people have to consume on a daily basis is staggering.  Even people who don’t read books spend a surprising amount of time reading work reports, articles, blogs, etc.

            Speed reading techniques can improve your reading speed by literally 300%.  If the full impact of that doesn’t sink in, that means that you can read three times as much material in the same period of time, which means tripling your productivity for that task.  Since most companies are impressed when they see a 5-10% increase in productivity, this is huge.

            A discussion of speed reading techniques is beyond the scope of this book, but the information is generally available for free online.  Take the time to seek this information out and put it into practice, and you’ll be well rewarded.

 

Don’t Be Afraid To

Pick Up The Phone

 

            The modern workplace is dominated by email, and phones are becoming a tool used more for socializing than for getting work done.  And in a lot of ways this is a good thing: email allows you to have a lot of information laid out in front of you for easy reference, and it allows you to carefully think about how you’re going to phrase your communications with people.

            That being said, email can also be a huge time sink.  Typing things out takes way longer than saying things out loud.  And even more importantly, there’s always a delay of at least a few hours, if not a day or two, between every email you send, which makes the whole conversation choppy, disjointed, and less efficient..

            Email is ideal for short exchanges, but if you find that you’ve replied to someone’s email more than once, that means it’s time for you to pick up the phone and call them so you can get the entire conversation handled in a few minutes, rather than dragging it out over the course of a week.

 

Do Nothing

 

            The following idea is going to seem kind of radical to some people.

            If you find yourself in possession of a small block of free time, that you can decide to use however you want, there are a number of ways you can go about it.  You can decide to get started on your next project an hour early, you can spend an hour catching up on email, you can even try and relax for an hour and read a book or entertain yourself in some way, etc.

            Or, if you’d like to try a powerful experiment, you can do nothing.

            That’s right: you can take an entire hour of your time, and for once in your life, just not do anything with it.

            To some people, this is going to sound like sacrilege.  Just throw away an entire hour?  Ridiculous!

            But this concept isn’t about wasting time.  It’s about using time.  You’re going to take an hour (or however long you want) of your time, and you’re just going to sit and be in the moment for once and not try to “do” anything.

            We spend a lot of our days wrapped up in either feverishly working to get things done, or feverishly attempting to amuse and divert ourselves to take our minds off our problems.  Our brains are rarely at rest anymore: they’re either being stimulated with television, worrying about some project at work, etc.

            Taking an hour to just sit, stare at a wall, and be in the moment is actually extremely hard.  But if you can succeed at doing this, you’ll discover a whole new level of mental clarity and focus that you never have before.  The time your brain spends doing nothing will better prepare it for all the other times when it has to do something. 

            Try it as an experiment some time.

            It’s only an hour.

 

Spend More Time Testing

And Less Time Planning

 

            Planning is easy for people to do, because it’s safe.

            It’s completely risk free: you never have to worry about screwing up, never have to worry about wasting money, etc.  This is because you aren’t actually doing anything, so of course nothing is at stake.

            Also, when you’re planning something, it allows you to daydream about your plan succeeding; it gives you a sense of accomplishment without actually accomplishing anything.

            The downside, of course, is that you aren’t accomplishing anything.

            Because of this built-in safety, most people are far more willing to spend an hour researching something than 5 minutes testing it in the real world.

            If you see someone you’re attracted to, you could either go start a conversation with them and see what happens, or you could go home and read dating-advice books so that you’ll be “prepared” next time.

            Which do you think is more valuable: 5 minutes of real-world experience, or 5 years of theoretical book-learning?

            And which one is faster to acquire?

            The next time you find yourself trying to come up with a perfect plan for something in advance, remind yourself that you’ll probably get a lot farther if you just jump right in and start trying things out.

 

Take Micro-Naps

 

            If you’re feeling tired or having trouble focusing on something, but you’re on a deadline and can’t come back to it later, try this strategy out.

            Go lie down, or even just find a place to sit comfortably, and close your eyes for 3-5 minutes.  You don’t have to sleep, you just need to rest.  Use the alarm function on your cell phone, a kitchen timer, etc. to make sure that you will wake up after the allotted amount of time.

            If you’re really tired, you may spend these few minutes actually dozing.  Or you might just sit there with your eyes closed, letting your mind wander.  Either way is fine: the important thing is that you’re giving your body a quick rest, without running the risk of completely nodding off and making yourself groggy, and without even using up any of your time.  It works wonders for your mental clarity.

 

Get Physically Organized

In Order To Get Mentally Organized

 

            Living and working in a physically messy environment doesn’t seem like it would technically have anything to do with your mental abilities, but it actually has a big effect on how your brain works.

            Physical clutter leads to mental clutter.  Even if you never physically “lose” any of your possessions, the fact that you’ve got 3 different to-do lists scattered around your workspace, piles of paper on the floor, heaps of dirty clothes, and a bunch of unsorted mail on the counter is harmful to your peace of mind.  It tends to create low-level, subconscious feelings of stress, as if there’s always something you should be doing or taking care of, or that things may not be completely under control.

            You certainly shouldn’t be anal-retentive about every square inch of your workspace being dust-free and all of your papers cross-referenced and indexed in a detailed filing system.  That isn’t productive either.  But you should make sure that everything fits into a simple system: you have a drawer for a few office supplies, some file folders to keep your papers organized, your laundry all thrown in the laundry bin, etc.  And you should actually use this simple organizational system: for example, your mail should get sorted the second you get it from the mailbox, otherwise piles of it will just build up and the system will break down.

            Having a simple system to keep all of your physical stuff organized shouldn’t be stifling and make you feel confined.  It should make you feel free to devote all of your subconscious mental focus to more important things, rather than worrying about where you left your stapler.

 

Eliminate

 

            By far the best way to get organized is to not have anything that needs to be organized.

            Do you own a bunch of shirts that are all approximately the same style and color?  Do you have a wallet full of receipts that you’re saving “just in case”?  Are there any appliances in your kitchen that you almost never use?  If so, before you try to organize these things, consider eliminating them altogether.

            Owning 3 TV’s isn’t going to improve your life any more than owning just one.  A lot of people all over the world live pretty happy lives without even indoor plumbing, much less 4 mountain bikes in their garage, because they still have the essentials: their friends and family, their health, etc.

            You don’t have to live like a monk, but you should definitely try to get rid of as much of your stuff as you can possibly bear to live without.  Sell it, give it to a charity, or if necessary even just throw it out.

            In life, simpler is usually better, and your physical possessions are no exception to that rule.

 

Let Bad Things Happen

 

            Bad things always need to happen.  Period.  There is no opportunity in your life that you can take advantage of without shutting off other opportunities; the time you spend working could be spent with your family or friends, and the time you spend with your family or friends could be spent working.  Both are worthwhile, but something always has to be sacrificed in order to get anything done.

            People tend to understand this on a small level, but often have trouble applying it outside of very obvious situations.  For example, accepting a job offer that pays more money might seem like an obvious thing to do, but when you consider the fact that you have to work an extra 2 hours a day and spend your weekends stressing out over work projects, the job with more money and more prestige may actually be a worse choice in the only area that matters: your happiness.

            Likewise, if you run a business, it might seem like taking a 3 month backpacking trip through Europe would be a bad idea.  While you’re gone, all kind of bad things could happen: your suppliers could fall through and leave you with no inventory, you could miss out on an opportunity to be interviewed by the Wall Street Journal, etc. So you end up taking a 5 day vacation and then hurrying back to work.

             I’d like to submit to you that if bad things are happening, it’s actually a good thing, as long as they’re happening because you’re too busy doing something you’re passionate about.

            That last part is the key: you have to be passionate about it.

            The great thing about going off on a round-the-world sailing trip or something equally crazy, is that when you get back there’s pretty much nothing that could have happened that would have ruined the experience.  Did you miss an important job offer? Chances are that there are other jobs out there, and in the meantime, you just sailed around the world.  Did your long-time girlfriend/boyfriend get lonely and start dating someone else?  There are other boys and girls out there, and in the meantime, you just sailed around the world.

            And the funny thing is that a lot of the time, when you get back, the job offer will still be on the table, and your romantic partner will be eagerly waiting to hear about your adventures.

            You only have so much time, energy, and attention to spend on things in life.  Rather than spending your life putting out a series of small fires, let the fires burn themselves out while you go do something important.

 

Delegate

 

            Ironically, most people are very careful with what they spend their money on, but will throw their time away on anything.

            For example, let’s say you make $25 an hour at your job.  If you spend 2 hours a week cleaning your house, you’re essentially spending $50, plus you’re forcing yourself to do something you probably hate.

            If you hire a cleaning service to come in and clean your house for $10 an hour, you’re now spending $20 on that task: you just saved yourself 60% of the money you would have wasted, plus now you can use the time to either get more work done or do something enjoyable.  And as a nice bonus, a professional cleaning service is probably going to do a much better job cleaning your house than you will.

            That’s just an example, but it applies to all kinds of different areas.  Anytime you can delegate a task to someone else who will either do it better or cheaper (or both), you should do so and get it off your plate.

 

Batch

 

            A lot of our time is spent dealing with small, necessary minutia.  Some things you can get rid of or delegate; having one car rather than two means you don’t have to spend as much time an money on maintenance, hiring a cleaning service for a few bucks an hour saves you several hours per week, etc.  But some things you just have to do yourself, whether it’s important work or just a necessary chore.

            In these situations, the way to get everything done as quickly and efficiently as possible is by batching tasks together.  The most common everyday example of this is errands: devote an entire afternoon to doing all of your errands that require driving, so that you can go from each errand to the next without wasting time by making extra trips.

            Although the logic of the above example is obvious, it’s often not applied to other situations.  For example, when a college student sits down to write a paper, they’ll often do it in multiple chunks spread out over the course of a week (or stay up all night on a frantic caffeine buzz trying, which isn’t much better).

            Breaking things down into chunks is a good strategy, but spreading those chunks out is generally not a good thing to do.  It often takes a little bit of time to get into a good “flow” when you’re working, and interrupting yourself right when the flow hits is counterproductive.  It also requires you to refresh your memory the next time you pick the task up, find the place you left off, get your head back into the right space, etc.

            What would be much better, in our student example, would be to set aside a large block of time, probably several hours long, in which all the aspects of the paper would be handled at once: research, writing, revision, citing your sources, etc.  This means that everything would be as efficient as possible: you wouldn’t have to review your notes, you wouldn’t have to spend time re-locating your sources for the bibliography, you’d keep your flow going, you wouldn’t accidentally write two parts of the essay with different writing styles or say anything redundant, etc.  It would be a long session, but the total amount of time you spent on that paper would be significantly lower (and, possibly, the paper would be higher quality as well).

            So batching is a strategy that applies to both very low-level and very high-level work.  When you have a large number of related tasks to accomplish, set aside a large block of time and batch these tasks together.

 

Quit After 5 Minutes

 

            If you have trouble with procrastination, here’s a great little tip that will help you get over the hump without requiring you to exert a lot of willpower over yourself.

            Basically, all you have to do is pick a task that you’ve been procrastinating on, and resolve to do less than 5 minutes of work on it before quitting.  The amount of time you spend on this task can be really low, even as low as 30 seconds if you want.  The important thing is to just pick an extremely small easy time frame, and let yourself quit after you’ve done it.

            You’ll find that if you do this, you’re presented with a win-win situation.

            If you work for a few minutes and get stuck, you’ll at least know that you got started: maybe your essay or proposal now has a title and page numbers, where before you were stuck staring at a blank page.  The next time you come back to it, it will be easier to get started again.

            What you may find happening is that once you get started on the project you’ll kind of get into a groove, and continuing to work beyond your initial 5 minute deadline suddenly becomes kind of attractive, because you’ve got some momentum and it feels good to get going on it.

            You pretty much can’t lose.  All you have to commit to is 5 minutes. 

 

Work At A Fast Tempo

 

            This idea is dirt simple, but very effective.

            Everything you do in your daily life is done at a certain physical speed or tempo.  If you want to get more done in a day, just get in the habit of increasing the tempo of your movements while you’re working, and all of your tasks will get done that much faster.

            I know that sounds super obvious, but when was the last time you actually paid attention to the tempo of your work?

            Also, even if you don’t do very “physical” work, please keep in mind that this equates into typing faster, reading faster, navigating the web faster, etc.  So it applies to very cerebral activities as well.

            One thing that really helps this is music: listening to fast-tempo music (in whatever genre you prefer), will naturally get your body into a faster rhythm.

            Keep in mind that you shouldn’t feel rushed, you should just feel like your doing everything at a slightly faster tempo.

            Give this a try, and you’ll be surprised at how this simple trick can speed up your work.

 

Don’t Be Constantly

Available

 

            In the digital world we live in, we are accessible to pretty much everyone all the time.  Cell phones, email, Blackberries, blogs, Twitter, Facebook…the list goes on.  When we are constantly accessible, we are also constantly interrupted. And being constantly interrupted is the death of productivity.

            To avoid this, just make it harder for people to get hold of you.

            Obviously you don’t want to start acting aloof towards your friends and co-workers; you just don’t want to be at their beck-and-call either.  Turn off your cell phone when you have something important to do, don’t check email 5 times a day, and don’t keep yourself constantly connected to the internet with a Blackberry or Iphone.

            The world won’t come to an end if a friend of yours has to wait an hour to hear back from you, and in the meantime, you’ll be able to work on more important (or enjoyable) things without interruption.

 

Don’t Wait For The

Perfect Moment

 

            This one is ridiculously simple: don’t wait for conditions to be perfect before getting started on something important.  For that matter, don’t even wait for conditions to be good.

            Everyone has at least one goal in their life that they’re waiting to get started on; taking a trip around the world, writing a novel, starting a business, learning a skill, etc.  Sometimes there are legitimate reasons to delay these things a little bit, but more often than not, the delays will never end and the dream will continually get pushed back until the window of opportunity has closed.

            Conditions will never be perfect for anything, and for that matter, they probably won’t ever even be decent.  Actually, when it comes to doing something big, conditions will always by pretty bad: if there were ever even halfway decent conditions for big accomplishments, you would probably know a lot more bullfighters and skydiving instructors.  Instead, the world is full of cubicle drones and wage-slaves who perpetually pushed their goals back, waiting for the time to be right.

            Don’t be one of those people.

 

Structured Procrastination

 

            As long as you’re going to procrastinate on an important project, you might as well get something done.

            Rather than putting off important work by trying to divert yourself with entertainment, make use of your procrastination instinct to accomplish smaller tasks: running errands, organizing your space, cleaning out your inbox, etc.

            It’s important to realize that you’re procrastinating when you’re doing this, so you don’t accidentally trick yourself into thinking that you’re making the best use of your time.  But if you’re going to be avoiding the important work anyway, you can at least accomplish a few minor things along the way.

 

If You Can Do Something Immediately,

Do It Immediately

 

            Very often when, we find ourselves in a situation where we look around and it feels like our lives are a cluttered, disorganized mess, it’s because we let a bunch of small things accumulate that could’ve been taken care of as soon as they came up.

            Sorting your mail takes just a minute or two, but it’s easier to just throw it on a table somewhere and let it build up into a big pile, so frequently that’s what ends up happening.  Short phone calls get delayed, easy decisions get put off, and pretty soon your to-do list can’t even fit on one page anymore.

            Don’t let the minor tasks of life build up and create a stressful, messy backlog.  When something comes up that you can handle right now, do it.

 

Work On The Most

Important Thing First

 

            If you’ve ever had a stressful day before, it was probably because you had something you had to work on later that was really important, but you hadn’t gotten around to it yet.  Sometimes this is out of your control, but more often then not, the important task is getting pushed back to the end of the day because it’s important, and thus stressful to think about.  That makes every less-important activity stressful too, because you know that it’s taking time away from the big task.

            Want to have a stress-free day?  Do your most important task as the very first thing you get done in your day.  Don’t “warm up” by checking email or handling minor chores; get started on your most important task for the day right away.  Then when it’s done, the rest of the day could be a total disaster, and you still would have been productive for the day.

 

Know When You

Work Best

 

            Just like some people are night people and others are morning people, certain people are most productive during certain times of the day as well.

            Sometimes this is beyond your control; if you have a 9-5 job, you need to work from 9-5.  But whenever you have the opportunity to work on something on your own time, try and pay attention to how you feel throughout the day and how it affects your productivity.

            This is really simple: if you feel productive in the morning, try and schedule important tasks for the morning.  If you feel like night time brings out your creativity, then try and work on tasks that require creative thought at night.

            Your body and mind have a natural time-rhythm that they respond best to.  Try to work with it rather, than fight it.

 

Be Incompetent

 

            You should be good at what you love, and bad at everything else.

            Why?  Because if people know that you’re good at something, they’ll ask you to do it for them.  And more importantly, the reverse holds true as well.

            If someone asks you to do something that you hate, or is a waste of your time, they might get offended if you refuse them outright.  But if you just let them know that you suck at it, they’ll be happy to find someone else to handle it.

            You usually can’t just tell them outright.  You have to do it subtly, by asking really dumb questions about the topic that make it clear that you totally don’t know the first thing about it.  Subtlety is the key, but sometimes you can just come right out and tell people.

            With any luck, the other person won’t be mad at you, and you won’t have to waste your time.   When your day is free from requests to fix plumbing, de-bug computers, and run errands, that creates a large amount of free time that you can use to focus on higher priorities.

 

Clarity

 

            This idea is so simple that it’s often overlooked, but it’s extremely important.

            In order to efficiently work towards what you want, you have to know exactly what you want.

            You need as much clarity of vision as possible when it comes to your goals.  It’s not enough to say that you want to earn more money, you have to put a specific dollar amount on it.  The same goes for things like losing weight, learning skills, building a social circle, and all other areas of your life.

            If you aren’t extremely clear on what your desired destination is, you won’t be able to efficiently work backwards from that goal to determine what steps are necessary to achieve it.  You may be able to bumble off in the right general direction, but to accomplish every step of the journey as efficiently as possible, you need to have an extremely clear idea of what you want.

            Go back over your goals and make sure that every one is as clear and specific as possible.

 

Be Flexible

 

            It’s important to be crystal clear about your goals, but when you create a plan to reach those goals, don’t get attached to it.  Things are going to come up and circumstances are going to change, so don’t fall in love with your plan; it’s only a tool to get you to your destination.

            If some great new opportunity comes up that will allow you to achieve your goal faster or get you more results, don’t ignore it just because it “wasn’t in the plan”.

 

Keep It Simple

 

            When you go about the task of setting up systems for your life, trying to get organized, etc, the natural tendency is probably going to be to make it complicated.

            Resist this impulse.

            You don’t need sophisticated time management software in order to plan your day.  You don’t need a complicated system of folders in order to make sure that all your projects stay organized.  Some people are going to have to deal with more complication than others, but the basic tools of a productive person haven’t changed in the last several hundred years: a calendar, a pad of paper, and a writing implement.

            Over-complication will not only fail to help you, it will actually hurt your efforts at achieving your goals by bogging you down in the details.  Keep it simple.

 

Fail

 

            Most people are afraid of failure.  What they don’t realize is that the most successful people in history are the ones who failed the most.

            Why is this the case?

            Because they succeeded the most as well; they were the ones who made the most attempts at their goals, so they had far more successes and failures than the people around them.  And that’s what made them great.

            Whenever you’re worried about the outcome of something that you’re working on, remind yourself that the only way you’ll ever get ahead in life is by failing.

 

Make Decisions Quickly

 

            This is tricky advice to give, because I’m certainly not advocating that everyone just jump into every decision without thinking about it.  But in most situations, people take too long to decide what they’re going to do, and sometimes put the decision off indefinitely.

            If you just take 60-90 seconds to make a quick, calculated decision about something, it has a host of benefits.  You won’t ever have to worry about second-guessing yourself and talking yourself out of the right solution, you won’t have to waste a bunch of time worrying and planning, and even if you do make the wrong decision, you will have at least gotten out there and tried something, which leads to valuable real-world experience.

            This doesn’t mean that you should fly off to Vegas and get married to some person you met last week on a whim.  To use relationships as an example, in this situation you should take action by spending more time with that person and getting to know them more, rather than trying to logically evaluate them from a distance to determine whether they would be a good partner.

            In order to be both faster and more effective, decision-making should be a short process.

 

Trim The Fat From

Your Personal Habits

 

            This next idea is tricky, because it can either be a big help to you, or it can turn you into an anal-retentive micromanager.  Use your discretion with this one.

            If you pay attention to the activities you do on a daily basis, there are probably a lot of little areas of you life where you can trim off a fair amount of time from each activity.

            Just as an example, we’ll use television.  If you watch TV at all, then about 30-40% of the time you spend on TV is spent watching commercials.  I think it’s safe to assume that you don’t enjoy this part of the TV-watching experience, but it’s eating up your time nonetheless.  So if you want to watch TV, you can do things like watching the shows online at the TV station’s website (most stations do this, and cut the commercial breaks down to just a few minutes per hour).  You could also record the show using Tivo (or whatever you’ve got) and then watch the show later so that you can fast-forward through the commercials.

            The above two options will both save you about 20 minutes on the hour, and will also give you the flexibility to watch your favorite shows on your own schedule, rather than having to watch at a certain time.

            Another good example is the idea of listening to instructional audio programs while driving your car.  Rather than just listening to the radio or zoning out, you can spend your entire commute learning new ideas that can improve your life.

            Those are just two examples, but they illustrate the fact that if you pay attention to your activities on a daily basis, you can often find ways of easily tweaking them to save you time without losing anything at all.

 

Be Healthy

 

            This isn’t a book about health, so I’ll keep this relatively brief.  But one of the big keys to being productive is having a lot of energy, and the key to having energy is being healthy.

            Basically, what this breaks down to meaning is the following: eat a plant-based diet.  This means lots of vegetables, fruits, and nuts, very few animal products, and very few grain-based foods (bread, pasta, etc.).  Don’t eat food that is processed either, even if it claims to be healthy (stay away from “health bars” and things of that nature).

            People can argue about his all they want, but if you want to experience what I’m talking about, try eating nothing but unprocessed plants for one day just as an experiment.  It will feel better than any cup of coffee you’ve ever drunk, I guarantee it.  You may not want to turn yourself into a vegan, and that’s fine (I’m not), but if you base your diet around eating 70-80% raw plant food, you will feel amazing.

            Exercise is also a huge part of this, so find a physical activity you enjoy and do it at least 3 times a week.  The schedule that you exercise on will vary based on what activity you do (jogging every day is probably fine, but rock climbing every day will result in injuries).  If you want to make exercise easy, just choose a physical activity that you enjoy doing for its own sake.  If you really love martial arts, but hate running, don’t run just because you’ve heard it’s good for you.  When you enjoy an activity that you would do it even if it weren’t healthy, then exercise becomes easy.

            Obviously health is a huge topic, so I’ll leave it at that.  But if you’ve been putting off getting healthy because you didn’t think that you had time, realize that you don’t have enough time not to be healthy: it will skyrocket your energy and allow you to get way more done in a given day.

 

Maintain Balance

 

            It’s great to get absorbed in a particular goal or project (in fact, it’s exactly what you should be doing), but this absorption shouldn’t be to the exclusion of everything else in your life.  Human beings need to exercise and eat good food, and they need to spend time with other people, among others things.  People are technically capable of surviving without these things, but having an imbalanced life will have a negative impact on your ability to accomplish your goals, focus, and get work done.

            It reminds me of a parable I heard about martial arts:

            A novice martial arts student traveled to study under a great martial arts master.  When the student first arrived in the master’s home, he asked the master, “How long will it take me to become a master of the martial arts?”

            The master replied, “If you practice eight hours a day? Ten years.”

            The student said, “That will take forever.  What if I practice sixteen hours a day?”

            And the master said, “Then it will take you twenty years.”

            Don’t neglect your health, your social life, or any other important area just because you’re busy.  Taking time away from work will often allow you to actually get more done at work.

 

Surround Yourself

With Progress

            One thing that will really help with your motivation is to make it a habit to save physical proof of your accomplishments and keep these physical reminders in your workspace.  For example, I’ve heard of people who would always save their completed to-do lists and actually tape them up onto their walls, so that they could see a physical representation of all the tasks that they’ve completed in the recent past.

            Other people enjoy saving trophies from when they won at sports, awards they’ve received, fan mail they’ve gotten, etc.

            Keeping this stuff around you is a great way to remind yourself what’s worthwhile in your life, and will keep you motivated when you inevitably hit bumps in the road.

 

Bribe Yourself

 

            The concept of bribing yourself is surprisingly powerful.  Technically it doesn’t make any sense, because you’re going to be the only one capable of holding yourself accountable, but if you make a habit out of it, it can become a highly effective psychological trick.

            Basically, the way it works is that you don’t let yourself do something you value until you’ve gotten some work done.  This can take all kinds of forms.  For example, I once met an aspiring novelist who had set up a system where for every 5 pages of writing she finished, her husband would give her a piece of candy.

            What I think is even more effective is to pick a daily task that you value, and that you really don’t want to go a day without, and use that as your bribe.  For example, you won’t let yourself take a shower until you’ve spent 30 minutes writing, or you won’t let yourself go to lunch until you’ve made 10 sales calls.

            Obviously this type of thing is totally dependent on the honor system: you can cheat any time you want.  But giving themselves little rewards for being responsible often works better than just trying to force yourself to be responsible through power of will.

 

 

 

 

 

Focus On Habits,

Not Results

 

            What you accomplish in your life is rarely a case of individual bursts of work.  Much more often, it’s about the steady, consistent application of habits.

            Some things are actually impossible to achieve in one go.  You can’t just work out all day for a year and “save up” enough physical health for the rest of your life.  You have to do a little bit, every single day, in order to be healthy.

            Also, when you’re trying to do something big, if it seems too daunting then you won’t even get started on it, much less actually accomplish it.  Breaking things down into simple daily habits makes large goals more manageable and achievable.

            Instead of thinking about things in terms of one-off accomplishments, start to think about how you can break your goals down into small, consistent daily habits, and then start making those habits a part of your daily routine and just forget about them.  Doing this, you can almost accomplish your goals on autopilot.

 

Experiment

 

            Finally, keep in mind that everybody does things differently.  What works for other people may not work for you (and if you ever find yourself giving people advice, remember that the opposite holds true as well).  So the key to finding out what works isn’t to do a bunch of studying and figure out the best system on paper, it’s to try out a bunch of stuff in the real world and see what works for you.

            Try working at different times of day, in different types of environments, in different increments of time, with or without music, with or without other people in the room, etc.

            Try everything.  Especially try things that don’t seem like they’re a “good fit” for you: you genuinely have no idea if something is going to be worthwhile until you’ve given it a fair try.

            The same holds true for all the advice in this book.  Take everything written here, pick a few things that jump out at you, and start trying things out.
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