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Praise for The 24-Hour Rule

“It’s hard to perform well and feel like you belong in an organization when you have no idea what’s going on or how to get your work done. The 24-Hour Rule is a wonderful guidebook for creating dynamic documentation that works from the day-to-day work you and your team are already doing. Read it, make dynamic documentation a team habit, and watch your team’s performance and belonging soar.”

—Charlie Gilkey, bestselling author of Start Finishing

“If you think implementing and improving documentation in your business is something you can put off to ‘when you have time,’ you are putting your business at risk, stalling growth, and missing one of the most powerful instruments of scale. The 24-Hour Rule gives you a crystal-clear path to unlocking value, creating team alignment, and building the foundation for your business to grow with ease.”

—Pamela Slim, award-winning author of Body of Work and The Widest Net

“The 24-Hour Rule provides an exceptional framework and intensely well-thought-out steps, examples, arguments, and processes to cure our docu-phobia (or, just as bad, our docu-zealotry) and to capture and share what we know, learn, and invent. The approach is easy to read yet dense enough that I found myself taking notes and stopping to consider its applications and what I could do better.”

—Jason Cassidy, CEO, Shinydocs and AIIM Board Member

“Insightful and applicable, The 24-Hour Rule is a guide for workers and business leaders alike in a world where the volume of information and data in an organization is growing exponentially.”

—Tim Brady, CEO, Colligo

“Simple, powerful, and compelling . . . Bellehumeur shows the vital nature of documentation in building our personal credibility and how the 24-Hour Rule will make you stand apart among your peers. No fluff, just example after example of knowledge tools you can put to use right away, presented in a way you’ll find hard not to binge read.”

—Brian Bench, former CIO, CNOOC International
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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to The 24-Hour Rule and Other Secrets for Smarter Organizations. I have spent the past fifteen years helping individuals, teams, and organizations work smarter, faster, and better—to solve problems, implement systems, set up rock-solid processes, unstick paralyzed projects, fight needless wheel spinning, and leverage all the information they already have (in their minds, offices, and digital files) to turn information garbage into gold.

You’ll soon learn the same powerful techniques I use with my clients. I’ll show you how to use the practice of documentation to move your business forward and to create documents and systems that are actually useful and (gasp!) fun to read.

No matter what your situation—your files are a mess; you can’t get your team to follow up; you’re stuck in a vortex of meetings; no one reads your processes; your fancy system was a bust; your expensive, “best-in-class” consultants failed to deliver real change—I wrote this book so you can work smarter. I call the practice I teach “Dynamic Documentation,” because it’s all about taking control of your work to achieve your goals.

Think of it as equal parts art, science, discipline, and practice. Dynamic Documentation synthesizes key tenets of Information Management, Organizational Design, and Personal Productivity, always with a bias toward action. Documentation has traditionally been viewed as “static.” That is, lifeless piles of paper, dusty binders on a shelf, records in your database. But when applied properly, documentation is “dynamic.” It actively moves you forward and changes outcomes.

All of us “do” documentation—emailing, proposals, memos, spreadsheets, organizing our receipts, storing our files. But do we really “get” documentation? Experience tells us no. We often have little understanding of how we can apply the everyday skills of documentation—which we already know—to turbocharge our effectiveness. No matter what your business, industry, profession, or role is, whether you’re a large company, a small company, or a solopreneur, you’ll benefit from the tools taught in this book. You’ll learn why the practice of documentation really is a superpower.

A bit about me: I am a consultant and business owner. My firm, Risk Oversight, is based in Calgary, Alberta, and specializes in Internal Control and Compliance programs in the accounting space. I developed my documentation approach from tackling business analyst assignments, SOX (Sarbanes-Oxley) programs, Information Management projects, technical and proposal writing, communications, change management advising, and more. The methods I teach represent years of work with myriad professionals, including accountants, lawyers, engineers, administrators, sales professionals, project managers, IT people, large companies, small business owners, and more. My documentation approach is tried and proven across hundreds of client projects and (of course) many documents.

I will readily admit that, early in my career, the whole concept of “documentation” did not come easily to me. I drowned under stacks of papers, methodologies, and jargon. I’d go to meetings but didn’t know what the heck to do after them. As a newly minted CPA, I documented for audits and accounting assignments, but I didn’t see the point of what I was doing. I was lost and bounced around between jobs in my twenties.

It wasn’t until I figured out that I wasn’t the only one confused and overwhelmed by documentation that I saw how I could make it better. As I practiced new habits and applied them to my work, the “secrets” of The 24-Hour Rule were born. The 24-Hour Rule (which you’ll learn in chapter three is about doing something with information within 24 hours of hearing it) is a core concept of my 6-step approach to “dynamic” documentation because you need to get things out of your head and onto paper (or your digital notes) to drive momentum and capture intellectual capital before—poof!—your short-term memory lets it go.

Over the years, I have come to understand that it’s not your technical skills or the latest buzzword that makes you effective in what you do. It is committing to an unsung, everyday practice that makes you truly successful. Dynamic Documentation is a big part of that underlying practice.

I have used Dynamic Documentation to go from stumbling and bored in meetings to an oracle of information—and to go from crushed by templates, lingo, and technologies to forging my own structures for major clients. The 24-Hour Rule and Other Secrets for Smarter Organizations gives you these abilities too.

In part one, you’ll learn the fundamental principles of Dynamic Documentation. In part two, you’ll learn the 6 Steps of Dynamic Documentation, the “secrets” that will change your approach to work, and how to apply them to your team and your organization. In part three, you’ll see how it looks when you put Dynamic Documentation into practice.

Ready to unleash your team’s abilities and turn conversation into action? Ready to make your documentation practices an integral part of moving your team forward? Ready to tackle big problems and take on big opportunities in your organization? Then get passionate about documentation and encode Dynamic Documentation within your organization’s DNA. It is my sincere hope that you will use Dynamic Documentation to improve your team and your organization and, in the process, improve your career and fulfill your personal goals, too.





PART 1
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The Foundation




CHAPTER 1
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What Is Dynamic Documentation and Why Does It Matter?


Smarter organizations don’t just “do” documentation, they “get” it.



If we want to work smarter, faster, and better—both solo and as teams—it is my firm belief and my experience with hundreds of client projects that we need a way to capture and act on everything on our plates at work and at home. To do this, we must listen to people, take good notes, and turn those conversations into action. We must follow these steps along with simple “rules” consistently.

Dynamic Documentation is a practice that shows us how to transform those unthinking, often mundane tasks into a system that drives momentum. It considers documentation a foundational tool for effective productivity and workflow that boosts the impact of our efforts.

Whether we realize it or not, documentation underpins a lot of what we do every day at work, including meetings, following up, organizing, writing emails, planning projects, writing processes and procedures, and generally pushing forward whatever we are working on.

When you hear the word “documentation,” your mind probably goes to one aspect of work or another depending on your background and role.

Roles of Documentation
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	If you work in a large company…

documentation might mean standards, systems, policies, and working across departments.
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	If you run a small business…

documentation might mean your marketing, accounting, and customer information.
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	If you work in a start-up…

documentation might mean building processes and practices from scratch to accelerate speed to market.
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	If you are in IT…

documentation might mean systems documentation, network diagrams, configuration, code, incident and change management records, and business continuity.
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	If you work in the project or program management space…

documentation might mean project plans, project templates, requirements gathering, and project communications.




	[image: ]

	If you are in finance or accounting...

documentation might mean financial processes, journal entries, records of accounts payable and accounts receivable, investor presentations, and Internal Controls over Financial Reporting (ICFR).
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	If you are lawyer…

documentation might mean contracts, legal opinions, policies, resolutions, and board minutes.
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	If you are in sales…

documentation might mean follow-up with clients, lead generation, request-for-proposal materials, and marketing collateral.





At its simplest level, the “static but necessary” form of documentation is a “document” which can be any written, printed, or electronic piece that serves as evidence or as a record. This means anything from an accounting memo to the notes in your notebook to your birth certificate to the safety procedures in a warehouse. A document is a tangible product. Dynamic Documentation is a conduit to bigger, better, and bolder things.

REFRAMING DOCUMENTATION: THE CORE CONCEPTS OF DYNAMIC DOCUMENTATION

Dynamic Documentation is based on lean concepts, which means creating more value (i.e., money, quality, sales, momentum, peace of mind) from less effort (i.e., staff, time, systems, complexity, consultants). This means the documentation process is iterative, agile, and “good enough.” Dynamic Documentation is not about making your files pristine, employing state-of-the-art technology, or documenting every task or detail. Nor is it about going down rabbit holes of your metadata or templates.

Dynamic Documentation is a purpose-driven practice. We document to drive action. If you write “call Mom” on your to-do list, are you more likely to do it? Probably. At every step, for every new system, process, or task we document, we need to ask: Will this move things forward? Will it help me or those who will be using it? Will it influence people’s behaviors the way I want it to, now and in the future? Will it help others do their jobs better?

Documentation as a driver of action is a radical change from the traditional view of documentation as a drag on efficiency and progress. Some see documentation as a burden or as something that slows a project. This couldn’t be further from the truth. Have you ever worked on a team where no one writes anything down? (I have pulled my hair out with these teams many times.) No one knows or remembers what was said in the previous meeting, so we have another meeting. And the cycle of futility rages on. (Or, in the context of a team of information specialists, the Information Management life cycle spins out of control.)

BIG D AND LITTLE D

There’s one more important nuance to understanding the elements of Dynamic Documentation—the myth that documentation is always capital-D documentation that takes teams of IT, systems, and Information Management experts to design and implement.

Documentation can be created and managed by anyone by recording basic information in any place, like your notebook. You don’t need to be an expert in Big Data, SharePoint, journalism, or records management to use and leverage the skills of documentation

Which brings me to “Little d.” If “Big D” is about how we traditionally see documentation—records, formal systems, Information Management programs, policies, procedures, rules, and requirements, Little d is about the everyday practices and skills you and your team use, like your notes, to-do lists, emails, informal communications, and the skills to make this all happen.

If you are in the corporate world or go to conferences, you probably hear a lot about Big D initiatives—innovation programs, information governance, change management, corporate minutes, and so on. But it’s those Little d skills and actions that keep Big D projects running.

You might have heard that “culture eats strategy for breakfast.” Well, I say that “Little d eats Big D for lunch.”

Don’t forget Little d. Seriously. If you are at a conference and you fail to record the name of a new contact (a Little d practice), this person will never get in your sales funnel, you will never send them a proposal, you will never sign a contract with them, you will never send them an invoice, and you will never generate client files from them (all Big D results).

We need to understand the full spectrum of formality, from rigid corporate systems (Big D) to the sticky notes on your computer (Little d), to no “D” at all (i.e., ideas in your head).

Little d is about moving up the continuum from no D at all to getting your ideas, actions, thoughts, history, prospects, and opinions on paper to making yourself heard and seen while relieving the mental burden of carrying too much in your head. At the other end of the spectrum, Big D projects come with all their big terms, high-end tools, and consultants. But before being dazzled by Big D’s promises, you need to size up Little d’s bench strength. This book will teach you a wide range of Little d skills and concepts to apply to (and be wildly successful at) your Big D projects and company goals.

Big D / Little d
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A core aspect of understanding Dynamic Documentation as a practice is recognizing that all documentation, from formal to informal and big to little, plays an important role in getting everyone to work faster, smarter, and more nimbly.

INTRODUCING THE 24-HOUR RULE

You’ve just learned that Little d is the foundation of success for your projects and your career. So, let’s now introduce the mother lode of Little d skill and discipline (and also the golden rule of documentation): the 24-Hour Rule.

Picture this situation (trust me, we’ve all been here): You hold an important meeting with your boss, leadership team, or a key client on a Friday afternoon before a long weekend. You’ve been trying forever to secure this meeting and it was the only time that worked. It was a successful meeting with many great ideas, action items, new concepts, opportunities, and points for further discussion.

But after the meeting, it’s the long weekend! (Drinks!) You jump in the car with your friends (or family or whatever situation you’re in) for three days of wine, sun, and fun.

Returning to work Tuesday morning, sitting happily in the office for some camaraderie and collaboration or WFH (working from home), depending on your current arrangement, you tell coworkers about your weekend, post pics on Instagram, check the news, roll into a check-in meeting, and grab your second Starbucks.

Before you know it, it’s the afternoon.

Uh-oh. It’s time to get on those notes. So, you stare at them, now a solid 96 hours after your meeting. Between your sleep-deprived glances (and mild lingering hangover), you can’t quite remember the context or nuances of the chicken scratch or half-typed words in front of you. There goes your chance to impress your boss or client.

For most people, the situation is worse—they don’t bother to ever write down an important meeting with their management or key client, which sooner or later ends up haunting them.

Does this situation sound familiar? If it does, you’re not alone. I have laid out this scenario in presentations many times, including to senior people and successful entrepreneurs who have found themselves in this situation more times than they’d like to admit.

Early in my career, this situation plagued my work weekly, if not daily. I learned the hard way from not writing things down. I have been embarrassed, lost credibility, wasted some time (OK, a lot of time), and had to repeat meetings (with my proverbial tail between my legs).

I crafted this rule to save my career.

[image: ]The 24-Hour Rule[image: ]

states that you must rethink, reprocess, or rewrite information within 24 hours of hearing it. (Or in simpler terms: Just do something with the information.)

For the record, there are “other” 24-Hour Rules out there. There is one for airline tickets (where you have 24 hours to cancel a flight booked without penalty) and one for anti-money laundering legislation in Canada (where multiple transactions need to be aggregated when they are greater than $10K within a 24-hour window). And more commonly, there is the mindfulness practice of waiting 24 hours before acting when you are emotionally heated, about to reprimand someone, or making a big decision.

But this 24-Hour Rule is your ultimate Little d personal Information Management discipline. It is an essential part of moving your Big D projects forward, too, by grabbing information at the source and eradicating confusion, apathy, and rework. And it’s your newest productivity hack.

The 24-Hour Rule takes us deeply into the psychology of Dynamic Documentation.

THE DISCIPLINES OF DYNAMIC DOCUMENTATION

The practice of Dynamic Documentation goes beyond the 24-Hour Rule. To fix your problems at hand, you also need to understand where you might be falling short within the holy trinity of documentation—information, process, and people. Or, what I call the Documentation Triad.

Dynamic Documentation is at the center of three core disciplines: Information Management (information), Organizational Design (process), and Personal Productivity (people), as shown in the following graphic. And each of these fields play a critical part in Dynamic Documentation. Let’s explore.

The Documentation Triad
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Information (Information Management)

Taking Control of Existing Information

If your team takes forever to find things or you have clunky systems and scattered documents, your problem is in the Information Management circle of the Documentation Triad.

Information Management is the art of taking information (usually data or documents) and transforming it into something of value. Information Management is about organizing your documents and information and making them easy to use. In its simplest from, this could mean cleaning up your file folders. At a complex level, this could mean integrating disparate enterprise-wide systems.

I use Information Management (IM) loosely throughout this book as an umbrella term covering many related, popular topics, including:


•Enterprise Content Management: The practice of managing content in its various forms (e.g., documents, data, invoices, email)

•Document Management: How an organization stores, manages, and tracks its documents

•Knowledge Management: The softer, still-necessary discipline of sharing information between individuals, teams, departments, and divisions (i.e., knowledge management may or may not involve documentation)

•Records Management: The practice of managing documents that are administrative, legal, or regulatory in nature, such as human resources records (e.g., hiring, firing, employee performances) and official documents (e.g., contracts, legal documents like incorporation)



These are concepts, not restrictive definitions. While professional organizations such as ISO (International Organization for Standardization) or AIIM (Association for Intelligent Information Management) take a technical approach, in practice, these concepts grow a life of their own in organizations, professions, or teams.

The CEO doesn’t care whether you call a project “Enterprise Content Management” or “Document Management.” The concerns of a CEO are practical and immediate; that is, finding things when needed, legal protection for the company and themselves, and maximizing their ROI (return on investment).

Information Management is a broad professional discipline full of terms, lingo, and technologies to learn. It is a growing professional field, and the lingo is changing every year.

Documentation and Information Management are cousins. One is not a subset of the other. You need great documents to start Information Management. As we say, “garbage in, garbage out,” or GIGO. The stronger your documents, the stronger your Information Management. Information Management, in turn, gives us the rules, technology, and processes, so your team can share and find what they need. Additionally, the stronger the listening, research, reporting, and problem-solving skills of an Information Management team, the more responsive and effective their projects become.

In today’s large organizations, Information Management is reserved for professionals or teams dedicated to running this type of work. (It is entirely Big D.) Most of us don’t “do” Information Management as part of our work. But most of us “do” documentation in some form or another. Documentation is a practice for everyone. You can dress documentation up and you can dress it down. You don’t need fancy systems or methodologies to get started. You just need a pen and paper.

Information Management Practices include:


•Records management and administration (e.g., health-care records, human resources)

•Accounting records, purchase orders, invoices

•Legal documents, regulations, compliance, audit support

•Engineering drawings, design, code, specifications

•Data, systems, workflow, metadata

•Managing your team’s files

•Managing the knowledge within your team and your organization



Process (Organizational Design)

Structure to Keep Your Organization Running Smoothly

If your sales team has no way to follow up on leads, your IT folks struggle with why systems go down, or your orders are mishandled, your problem is in the Organizational Design circle.

Organizational Design is another umbrella term for how organizations structure their tasks, people, systems, and processes. Organizational Design is the infrastructure that allows your organization to achieve its goals. It is about making your team, project, or company more efficient and effective, or smarter.

In your organization and industry circles, you are probably using one term or a combination of trendier (Big D) terms. Maybe it’s “Business Process Reengineering,” “Process Efficiency,” “Value-Chain,” “Streamlining,” or “Transformation.” Your consultants, eager to “unpack” their bleeding-edge expertise, will no doubt have you believe they know what’s hip. (Last year, it was “Optimization,” and then “Transformation” came into vogue.)

No matter what name you call it, what your consultants relabel it as this year, or how they jazz it up, Organizational Design projects boil down to the same concepts. They are all founded on the basic principles of:


•Documenting what should be done

•Documenting what is being done

•Identifying the gaps

•Addressing the gaps

•Monitoring and enforcing what you have changed



Documentation is the foundation of all Organizational Design projects. You need documentation to “design” how your processes should work, what your teams need to do, and how they should do it. Organizational Design projects that skimp on documentation are futile. You are left with big promises and no results.

In 2019, the Everest Group reported a failure rate of 73 percent on digital transformation projects. This wasn’t because of a lack of big consulting names, fancy PowerPoints, or cool talking points, either. This was a failure of the basics (aka, Little d). Without Little d’s practical guidance, Big D gets taken to places it doesn’t want to go.

Little d practices like note-taking, interviewing, document creation, follow-up, emailing, and strong meetings make these word-of-the-year projects successful. (In fact, if Little d is good, you’ll find the need for a lot fewer Big D projects.)

While Information Management is focused on records and administrative documentation, Organizational Design documentation is focused on items that bring clarity, momentum, and value, such as systems, processes, and practices. This is the documentation that is (or should be) ingrained in the fabric of your daily work life.

Organizational Design Practices include:


•Business processes, procedures, policies, training manuals

•Meeting notes, meeting agendas, meeting presentations

•Project plans, charters, requirement gathering

•Systems documentation, data models, network and architecture models

•Management reporting, financial and operational reporting

•Sales, request-for-proposal materials, prospecting, and lead tracking

•SOX, ISO, and other compliance programs

•Corporate communications, project communications, team communications



People (Personal Productivity)

How You and Your Team Get Work Done

If you’re stuck in soul-sucking meetings, your team is stacked with talent but can’t get anything done, or you have burned through ten different business analysts (or information managers, auditors, administrators, consultants, and so on) in the last two years, your problem is in the Personal Productivity circle of the diagram.

Personal Productivity is all about Little d—your and your team’s writing skills, where you keep things, how you process information, and how you approach to-do items.

Most work problems have less to do with your information or processes and stem more from your people. In my experience, companies put too much emphasis on fancy systems, processes, and policies and not nearly enough priority on changing habits and behaviors.

You need to hire, fire, and train for documentation skills. You need to build your team’s documentation mindset, too. Here’s what I mean:


•If your sales people fail to record ideas from customer meetings, or fumble lead-generation opportunities, it delivers a direct hit to your bottom line.

•If your investor relations team is reinventing the wheel for every presentation, it’s misallocating their time and energy.

•If you can’t get your people to document their processes or leave a trail of what they are working on, it will hurt your ability to train others and scale your business.



Personal Productivity is about making you and your people more productive to achieve your goals. This is like Organizational Design, except applied to you and your team members individually, not collectively.

Experience teaches us that “what gets documented gets improved.” Documentation changes human behavior. This is not pop psychology or fluffy stuff. This is a real-life, baked-into-the-cake truism based upon my years of industry experience.

Imagine if you asked your team members to record what they ate that week and then told them you will post their results on the whiteboard in your conference room, in the company newsletter, or on the corporate intranet at the end of the week. What do you think would happen? First, most people would lie (at least a bit). Some would feel embarrassed. Some would love the assignment. And guess what? Everyone would eat better that week. Even if they lied. This is just how human behavior works. An expectation to record and report leads to tangible results. Documentation changes how we act.

Documentation makes you more productive at work and in your personal life. It’s a discipline that develops like a muscle. The more you work it, the stronger it grows. Fail
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