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Introduction

People have been writing about time management for at least 800 years. Yet most of us still find it virtually impossible to clear our desk by the end of each day. We all over-commit, struggle to prioritize and allow ourselves to be distracted. Of course, times change, but finding enough time in the day to get everything done has always been a challenge. When St Marher wrote in 1225 that ‘Time and tide wait for no man’, he did not have phones ringing or emails pinging. But he clearly recognized the problem we all have getting things done. After all, medieval monks, like the rest of us, enjoyed a chat. And, of course, household chores like shopping were far less simple than they are today!

Much more recently, Douglas Adams (author of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy) wrote that he loved ‘the whoosh deadlines made as they rushed by’. In other words, he found it almost impossible to start a task until it was almost too late to complete it on time. I bet you can relate to that phenomenon – I know I can.

But let me make this personal. You see, I wrote the first edition of this book for publication in 2012. Reading it afresh and updating it in 2015 made me painfully aware that I’d not followed many of my own tips. Worse, my workload precipitated something of a crisis in the spring and only now am I addressing my own need to achieve better balance in my life.

As you can imagine, this latest edition is one I am following more diligently! Yes, this book is concise and easy to read. But my advice to you is to keep it handy and gradually introduce at least some of the changes I have described into your everyday life. Don’t do as I did and wait for life to overwhelm you, but use this book to help you gradually regain control of how you spend your time.

I wrote the first edition of this book because none of the others I read really helped me. Writing this took me some of the way, but I guess I thought I was above following my own advice. This edition has helped me change my life. I hope it does the same for you.

Robert Ashton
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Today we’re going to think about you. You are the most important person in the whole time management equation. Furthermore, you are different from me and everyone else because each of us is unique. No two people have the same mix of ability, aspiration, interests and experience.

We’ll start by encouraging you to reflect on where you find yourself in the world today and where you plan to go tomorrow. Life is, as they say, a journey and today we’re going to map the next stage of the trip. A simple principle we need to explore is that the more you want to do something, the faster and better you’ll do it.

We also need to take a look at how you work best. Are you a lark or an owl? Does your boss give you the freedom to plan your time or does work seem an endless treadmill? You might feel in control, or you might feel completely overwhelmed, in which case we need to help you dig yourself out from your work pile.

Today you’re going to find answers to three questions:

•  Where do I really want to go?

•  How do I work best?

•  What’s holding me back?



Where are you going?

In one of the most famous speeches of the 20th century, civil rights activist Martin Luther King said, ‘I have a dream.’ He was a powerful speaker because he had such a clear vision of what he wanted to bring about: the end of racial discrimination in the USA. His speeches are still remembered, even though he died almost 50 years ago.

Political campaigners are often single-minded like Martin Luther King. They devote all their time and energy to a single cause, often regardless of the risk. You, on the other hand, may not have a cause you feel strongly enough to die for, but that doesn’t mean you cannot be passionate, single-minded and determined. Only when you know what you want from life can you go out and get it.
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‘You never achieve success unless you like what you are doing.’

Dale Carnegie

Define your dream

Your dream is every bit as important to you as Martin Luther King’s dream was to him. No one person’s dream is better than another’s. All dreams are equal. What you need to have, though, is a crystal-clear vision of your dream. It needs to be something that you can see, feel and know – deep down – you can achieve.

Although it’s good to be ambitious, your dream also needs to be realistic. Very few people achieve immense wealth, global fame or rise through the ranks to lead a large organization. The truth is that few actually want to. In fact, some people simply want to stay as they are, but feel more in control of their lives.

Ask yourself these questions and start to define your dream.

•  In five/ten years’ time what do I want to spend most of my time doing?

•  What appeals most to me about this?

•  What path do I need to follow to realize my dream?
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Case study

Wendy worked in the office at her local primary school. Her father had been a baker and every term she taught a group of pupils how to make bread. She loved working at the school, but was becoming increasingly disenchanted with the growing volume of paperwork. She looked at the three questions above and wrote the following answers.

•  In five years’ time I want to be working with the children every day.

•  What I like best is their excitement when they learn something new.

•  To work in the classroom I need to qualify as a teaching assistant, then perhaps do teacher training later.

Wendy found a suitable course and, to her surprise, the school offered to fund it for her. Within a year she was working in the classroom and had started teacher training.



The length and difficulty of the journey to your dream will depend on its magnitude and complexity. As you can see from the case study, Wendy took her ambition one step at a time. She might eventually become a head teacher, but sensibly she started by training to work in the classroom. Working with youngsters was her dream.
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The sooner you can spend more time doing what you enjoy at work, the more motivated you will be and the more you will achieve.
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How do you work best?

We all work in different ways, and function best when in tune with our body clock. For example, you might:

•  prefer to be outside in all weathers or enjoy always being indoors in the warm

•  be happier as a member of a large team or prefer to work on your own

•  feel more productive at 8 a.m. or at your best at midnight

•  enjoy the freedom to decide what needs doing or perform well only once you have been given a detailed task list each morning.

Few of us have the luxury of total choice over how we work. Even the best jobs have less enjoyable aspects. If you were a bus driver, for example, you may have chosen the job because you enjoy driving and meeting people. Cleaning the bus at the end of the day or checking the oil are less pleasurable, but no less important. We all have to accept aspects of our work that we don’t really enjoy. Some tasks you just have to get on and do.

A flexible working day
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You will already know how you work best, although you might not have thought about how you can flex your working day to accommodate your body clock. If you’re lucky, your company gives you the flexibility to start early or finish late, depending on your preference. Even if this is not possible, you can adapt your working routine so that you undertake the most important tasks when you are at your most alert.

Let’s start by dividing the day into quarters. Then look at how differently a morning or afternoon person might choose to spend their day.



	Time of day
	Morning person (lark)
	Afternoon person (owl)



	Early morning
	•  Priority task
	•  Priority list for the day
•  Routine tasks




	Late morning
	•  Secondary task
	•  Secondary task



	Lunchtime



	Early afternoon
	•  Admin or meetings
	•  Admin or meetings



	Late afternoon
	•  Routine tasks
•  Priority list for tomorrow

	•  Priority task




You’ll see from the table that morning people:

•  start the day with the most important task

•  end the day listing the next day’s priorities.

Evening people, however:

•  start the day listing the day’s priorities

•  end the day with the most important task.
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If you work best in the morning, try going in to work an hour early so you’re in full flow when your colleagues arrive. Then take a long lunch break.
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Schedule your time

The last section introduced a couple of concepts we’ll explore in more detail on Wednesday. These are prioritizing tasks and breaking the day down into chunks.

Priority tasks are those that are most important to you right now. This might be because they are crucial to your job, or because you have been putting them off and the deadline is fast approaching. These are the tasks you focus on when most alert and able to give them your best.

Breaking the day into chunks is a great way to pace your working time. It makes it easier to work on one task at a time without worrying about what’s being neglected, because you have scheduled your time and know what you’ll be working on when.

There are two things you need to know if you are to schedule your time:
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