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Introduction

WHY YOU NEED THIS BOOK

Because I am a leadership coach and consultant who’s been working with leaders for nearly two decades, it’s typical for me to open my emails or LinkedIn and find a message from someone I’ve worked with before but haven’t heard from for ages. Sometimes, they’re just saying hi. Other times, they’re wanting to chat about some new leadership problem they have run into that they need some help with.

This means it wasn’t a surprise when one day, about five years ago, I received a “hello from the past” message from Simon. Simon was someone I’d worked with about a decade before, when he was responsible for business development for the business school I was then working for, and I was designing the programs he was (very successfully) trying to sell.

When he emailed me, as well as having moved companies a few times, he had moved up the ranks considerably and was now for the first time at C-suite level as the chief commercial officer in an organization selling consultancy and training. Throughout the intervening period, he’d done very well for himself. We went for coffee, and he reminded me why I’d enjoyed working with him before: he was friendly, very capable, and funny. I was happy he’d gotten back in touch. Initially, it was to ask me to coach him and some members of his team. I was very happy to.

However, this was during a good period for the company—things were going well. They were in a business where things could change quickly, and two months later, things were going less well and now the company couldn’t afford coaching anymore. But Simon felt very frustrated—he could have coaching when everything was going well and he barely needed it, but as soon as things were difficult and he needed more help on how to motivate his team through the tough patch, and how to talk about strategy and change, and his team members needed more help on how to be resilient, there was no budget available for coaching! He was incredibly frustrated as, when he took on the C-suite role, they knew he was new to this level and he had been promised support. But now, if he wanted coaching, he would have to go through a lengthier justification process, pitching for the money that no longer sat in his budget. He feared that, by the time he got the coaching agreed, he would have made many suboptimal decisions as he tried to solve the problems flying at him as a result of the downturn in the market and of being new.

That’s the irony of leadership coaching—many of the people who need it the most can’t access it—their companies won’t pay, or can’t afford to pay. Or their companies are willing and able to support the coaching, but by the time the sign-off is given by a boss, and then HR, and then a purchase order is raised, and a contract is signed, the problem is worse, has headed off in a totally different direction, or has disappeared but without the leader learning how to handle it and fearing it coming back. It’s hard for Simon, and people like Simon, to get leadership coaching because companies don’t always understand the value that it adds—it’s expensive, and it’s hard to prove through numbers how much it adds to the bottom line. What was coaching, what was luck, and what would have happened anyway? And yet leaders who experience great coaching speak highly of it, many of them seeing it as critical to their success.

And it’s not just about not being able to access help through a leadership coach. It can often feel like drawing attention to your weaknesses if you admit that you need help. In organizations with cultures that are reticent to admit problems, doing so can make you look like a poor performer (when you’re probably just more honest!). Leaders write in to Dear Katie—my newsletter advice column—with a tough problem for which they feel they are receiving no organizational support. They receive an answer without having to admit to anyone else what problem they are facing.

There are lots of reasons then: a lack of budget, time pressure, a sense of failure if they admit that they need help, which means that leadership can feel very lonely. They can’t admit to problems, they can’t ask for support from their organizations, and they can’t work out how to handle a situation they haven’t faced before.

But don’t worry! It’s not all doom and gloom. What you are holding in your hands (or listening to on your headphones) is here to help you and others like you to handle your leadership problems. This book is going to support you as you figure out what’s going on, what your possible solutions are, and how to choose one that fits your environment. Because the solution that is right for the CEO of a ten-person human rights charity may be quite different from the solution that’s right for the store manager of a coffee shop or the HR director of a large accounting firm. It’s going to help you figure out what further problems you could run into when you try to implement your solution and how to handle them. And, excitingly, it’s going to show you how you can leverage the new skills you learn to improve your leadership ability well beyond the point of where you are now.

To help you improve your leadership, you’ll be guided through ten leadership problems that are both tough and common, using my SOLVE framework. Then you’ll learn how to use the SOLVE framework to figure out any other problem you face. Think of this book as a pocket leadership coach, because now that you own this book, it’s here for you, ready to pull out when you need it and to help you get through the tough problems you are facing—or will be facing—as you continue your leadership journey.

THE SOLVE FRAMEWORK

Before jumping into the problem-solving, I need to lay out the model that you’ll be using. This model is born from my coaching, advisory, and exec ed work in the past twenty years. The work that I do has, for a very long time, focused on the magic that can happen when leaders apply high-quality thinking to their problems. When I say thinking, I mean analysis, self-reflection, and conducting light-touch research to learn more. This model, as you’ll now see, helps you to work through a tough problem with sharp thinking applied at each stage.

S = State the problem

WHAT YOU’LL DO

Former head of research at General Motors Charles Kettering is credited with saying, “A problem well-stated is a problem half-solved,” and in this section, you’ll work on stating your problem in one to two sentences. I’ll give you some prompts to help you generate these sentences, because you’ll want them to be a clear, focused summary of what the problem is.

WHY YOU’LL DO IT

This problem statement forces you to extract the main problem from a complex situation and to work out what you’re going to try to solve. I often find that leaders come to me with a very complex web of problems, and we may even spend our whole first coaching session working on this stage—narrowing, clarifying, reducing, until they are able to state what’s going on. By getting you to focus on just one to two sentences (which you can always go back and edit later as your understanding of the problem grows), you are laser-focused on what the problem is and therefore can make sure that your solution is designed to fit your specific problem.

O = Open the box

WHAT YOU’LL DO

You’ll unpack your problem. What is going on, why, and how? Within this stage, you’ll be encouraged to observe and research your situation, while also learning some of the key theories and ideas that have been researched by experts and that should help you gain a better understanding. There are two major elements that will intertwine:


Firsthand research: This is you, as a leader, asking questions and finding out more about the problem. How are people feeling? What seems to be happening? This stage requires you to become data-focused, using conversations with others, listening carefully, and seeing what other data you can gather to make sense of the problem.

Preexisting research: You’ll use the research done by others on these types of problems to deepen your understanding of what might be going on and what a suitable solution might be. You may find that, having read the preexisting research in this area, you can ask more specific questions and gather particular types of data to help work out what’s happening. For example, if you have read that hybrid working can particularly disadvantage younger staff members, even though they have the strongest preference for it, can you see these factors at play in your setting, or is there something else going on?



By the end of the section, you should have a much better understanding of the situation.

WHY YOU’LL DO IT

Too often, we rush to a solution without fully understanding the problem. I think this is because it seems easier—the idea of researching further what is going on feels time-consuming and potentially scary. Do we really want to know more about this problem, rather than trying to solve it? Yes! Yes, you do. Because by understanding the problem more deeply, you’ll establish the underlying causes, the other relevant factors, and how it’s unfolding in your context.

L = Lay out your solution

WHAT YOU’LL DO

You’ll originate a solution based on the problem you’ve identified. You’ll make sure that it’s a solution that looks as though it will work for your context, of which you’ve gained a better understanding through the “Open the Box” section. Again, you’ll make use of preexisting research as to what works well in this type of problem.

WHY YOU’LL DO IT

A problem needs a solution, and this is where you lay it out. However, you’ll notice that—having spent time understanding what is going on—laying out the solution will be far less time-consuming than usual because particular options will suggest themselves more strongly based on the knowledge you have gained.

V = Venture forth

WHAT YOU’LL DO

In this section, you’ll start to take action. At this point, it’s a case of being brave and applying the plan you’ve made. However, you may run into problems. This section will highlight some potential problems or pitfalls you could run into and suggest some solutions or preventative measures you may want to take.

WHY YOU’LL DO IT

It is unrealistic to think that, in a complex organizational setting, a solution can be applied without consequence. This section will take a look at some of the common consequences and how to handle them, so that you are well prepared. This isn’t to say that there won’t be other problems, but it encourages you to think about these, too, and to be prepared for a range of eventualities.

F = Elevate your learning

WHAT YOU’LL DO

Through solving the specific problem you faced, you’ll have learned new skills and gained fresh knowledge. In this section, you’ll learn how to continue to use the skills and knowledge that you’ve gained.

WHY YOU’LL DO IT

Too often, we learn a new skill to handle a problem, and then when the problem is dealt with, the skill goes back in the drawer. However, this is a big missed opportunity for leaders, who can and should lean into their newfound proficiencies. You may have found a skill you excel in, or something you can teach your team, or a proficiency that could be useful in a much wider range of situations than just the one you used it in. This is about leveraging your knowledge to elevate your leadership, seeing yourself as a lifelong learner who can carry on developing and growing throughout their career.

HEARING ABOUT REAL-LIFE LEADERS

To maximize the usefulness of this book, I’ve packed it with real-life examples from organizations and leaders of all types. Alongside this book being based on my experiences of working with and for leaders on their problems, I have also spoken to around thirty real-life leaders so they could help me to bring the stories, theories, and advice to life. I’ve spoken to a well-balanced mix of leaders across genders, race, and heritage. Breadth of experience was my aim, so I spoke to a very wide variety of people, because leadership is incredibly varied. Leadership is not just about being in charge of a huge business; being a frontline leader in a branch of Starbucks or being the captain of a sports team or the person at the helm of a small charity is just as much leadership. My main criteria for choosing leaders was the quality of their leadership—I’ve either seen them in action, or they come highly recommended.

Wherever I could, I’ve referred to my interviewees and their organizations by their real names, but on occasion, I’ve had to anonymize them. Many of them also shared very useful hints and tips on how they’ve solved leadership problems, and I’ve passed on as many of these to you as I can.


FIT THE CONTEXT BOXES

Throughout the book, you’ll also see boxes that I’ve labeled “Fit the Context.” This is because, for particular problems or situations, there is critical specific advice. It’s recognizing that being a leader in one setting is not the same as in another—your problems may sound the same on the surface but can emerge for very different reasons or need entirely different solutions.

Keep an eye out for these boxes, and if you feel that they fit your situation, apply them to your SOLVE.



TALK TO ME!

One of the things I love the most is the huge variety of leaders I meet and the privilege of speaking to them about their problems. If you are reading through this book and feel that you need some help, or would like to send a problem to Dear Katie, or would just like to make contact, then please do! You can contact me at https://www.katiebest.com/contact.

The time has come! Your problems are not just going to solve themselves! So let’s jump in.




PROBLEM 1

Personal Effectiveness


“I’m drowning in too much to do, but with no energy to do it. And yet I’ve just got to keep swimming for the benefit of my team. Being a leader and having a massive workload of my own is so hard!”

“I don’t seem to have the ability to focus on anything anymore! I constantly buzz from one thing to the other, checking my phone, checking emails, waiting for the next thing to land. I’m not sure if it’s me or if it’s my work, but either way, I can’t get sustained quiet to focus on what I need to do.”

“All these meetings, projects, and expectations are draining my time and energy, but everyone needs a piece of me! I just don’t know how to say no!”



I WAS MEETING AMELIE—A SALES DIRECTOR FOR A WELL-KNOWN TECH firm—for our third coaching session, and she came onto our video call looking tired and sad. I asked her how she was, conversationally, and she shook her head.

“Don’t ask. I’ve got so much going on. I know I always say that, but this week, it’s the worst it’s ever been. My team is hassling me about how slow I am at the moment giving them feedback on their proposals. It means they can’t send them out to clients, and so they can’t win work and contribute to their sales targets. My boss is pushing me to update the format of the monthly report I send her, because she says it’s outdated and doesn’t take into account how much the team has grown and how the data need to be more aggregated as well as being chopped in a variety of ways. I should have said no when she asked, and said it needed to wait a few months, but like the idiot I am, I said yes. And then there’s my usual work, like staying in touch with clients, doing my own proposals, and all the rest. My to-do list is enormous, and it’s making me panic! I keep checking my inbox to see what else I’m being asked to do and dreading how I’ll fit it in. And that makes me feel so stressed, all the words start swimming on the page, and I can’t focus. So I end up doing the easy stuff, and that’s fine, but the big, ugly tasks on the list—like the report—don’t get done.” She stopped and looked at me. “Sorry. Did you just mean, how am I? I’m fine, thanks. How are you?” She grinned wonkily, but before I could answer, her phone beeped, and I saw it take her attention as she looked at the message. “Sorry. Where were we? Oh yes, shall we start the coaching now? I’ve got so much going on; I was hoping we could finish fifteen minutes earlier?”

I really felt for Amelie in that moment; the weight of expectation she felt to do everything and do it really well was sending her into a tailspin that was reducing her ability to focus and to cope. Rather than being a helpful motivator, the pressure was threatening her well-being and diminishing the quality of her work. But it’s so tough for leaders to focus when endless distractions and high workloads threaten to undermine their personal effectiveness while the cult of overwork threatens to crush them with its perspective that perhaps they are never quite effective enough.1

And rather than being a bit of helpful pressure, this obsession with being personally effective can reduce our work performance—for example, through uncharacteristic errors or lapses in memory; it can increase our likelihood to clash or conflict with other staff; and it can cause us to withdraw from our work, our workplace, and our colleagues, creating a further decline in performance.2 Untreated, work pressure and overload can lead to anxiety, depression, digestive problems, heart disease, and weight gain.3 As things currently stand, 72 percent of leaders feel used up at the end of the day.4

So if you are facing personal effectiveness issues similar to Amelie’s, what can you do? This chapter is here to help—ascertaining what, if anything, is holding you back and helping you to establish good working habits, which will mean that you have good levels of personal effectiveness that balance achieving a lot in the moment with maintaining good work habits and well-being, allowing you to continue achieving in the future, too.

STATE THE PROBLEM

If you’re facing personal effectiveness problems, it’s useful to state what you think is going on, at a high level, before you dig into the details. Try to summarize the situation in one or two sentences, using the prompts below to help.


	Where are you noticing problems with your personal effectiveness?

	Are you struggling to focus?

	Are you lacking the ability to find flow?

	Are you struggling to do the amount of work others expect of you or that you expect of yourself?

	Are you feeling too tired or burned out to do what is required of you?

	When, if ever, do you say no to work?

	When it feels as though it’s not the right fit for you.

	When you have too much going on.

	You rarely—if ever—say no.



You can come back to adjust your sentences as your understanding develops over the course of the chapter, but it’s there to help you be clear on what problem you’re trying to solve.

OPEN THE BOX

If you’re suffering from a problem with your personal effectiveness, it’ll show up as a problematic drop in quality, quantity, or both. It may be that others have picked up on it or that you’ve noticed it in yourself. But once you’re aware of it, you’ll want to discover the root cause so you can solve the problem.

Is there too much going on?

Work overload can make concentrating difficult. The pressure of being overloaded can make you feel skittish and anxious, both of which can undermine your ability to concentrate. Consider whether you have:


	Too many small tasks—it’s hard to juggle and/or work out what to prioritize.

	A few big tasks but with big expectations attached.



In Amelie’s example in this chapter’s introduction, she had problems with both. She had lots of big tasks to do, such as writing client proposals and overhauling the format of the monthly report, and she had too many tasks—her very long to-do list was an indication of this.

A consequence of a long to-do list is task-switching, where you flit from one task to another, perhaps half tidying your desk, then sending an email, before writing up some stats, doing a bit more tidying, trying to phone someone, carrying on with the stats, and so forth. Ticking off small, easy tasks or making small dents in bigger tasks might feel like progress, but it’s not efficient. It also leads to higher levels of cortisol and adrenaline (our stress hormones), which can cause foggy thinking and headaches, further impacting your ability to concentrate, as well as diminishing your memory5 and creativity.6 It also means that your big tasks won’t get the sort of sustained attention that they warrant.

Aha! you say. But I’m not task-switching! I’m multitasking. I hate to break it to you, but you are not. Brains cannot do similar tasks simultaneously. Our limited attentions can only focus on one complex task. If you think you’re multitasking between writing an email and listening to a meeting, you’re actually doing one after the other repeatedly. And as you switch, you are using up time and cognitive energy,7 because task-switching is very draining. A study of Fortune 500 workers showed that, on average, they toggled between different apps around 1,200 times a day, and each toggle took two seconds. Over a year, this added up to five working weeks per worker, or 9 percent of their time at work.8

Are there too many distractions and interruptions?

Leaders face myriad interruptions and distractions, from staff members reaching out for help, to email alerts, or phone calls, or urgent messages from a family member or a peer. Historically, managers’ primary role was to supervise and handle problems, meaning that these interruptions were their lifeblood. However, most companies now expect managers to complete their own work alongside supervising, meaning that your need to handle live problems may be clashing with your need to focus.9 Consider whether you are regularly drawn away from the work you were planning on doing by someone or something interrupting you. Do you do anything to manage this, or do you allow yourself to be interrupted and distracted?

It is also worth considering whether the novelty bias we all have is making things worse for us than they need to be. The novelty bias prompts us to pay more attention to things that are new or unusual to us than things that are more familiar. We developed this bias to keep us safe in the wild, making us hyperalert to something out of the ordinary that could represent a safety threat. However, in your safe office environment, your novelty bias mainly hinders focus.10 Do you find yourself gravitating to the fresh problem you’ve been presented with, or the email from someone you don’t know, or the Slack message that sounds interesting? And when you do, can you feel that dopamine rush, rewarding you for responding to the novelty? If you are regularly distracted from the task you’re supposed to be doing by the lure of the new, then you may be struggling to fight the novelty bias.

Are you cracking under pressure?

Some pressure at work is good—if it’s short term and relates to a specific project or task that you are keen to complete. In this form, it’s positive stress—giving you a little adrenaline boost and the push to achieve. When you do, you’re proud of yourself, the task is complete, the stress goes away, and you have time to recover before something else comes along at some point later when you’re ready for another bit of positive stress. All fine—nothing to be concerned about.

However, when the pressure lasts for too long, or when separate pressures pile one on the other, or when you have no recovery time between successful periods, positive stress can quickly turn into negative stress, which can also be called strain. Strain makes us feel as though we are being stretched too far, squeezed too hard, placed under too much pressure. It leaves us anxious, panicky, sad, tired, or drained, and the hormones that are released when we feel stress—cortisol and adrenaline—go into overload and flood our systems, increasing our panic and making us feel foggy and reducing our performance.

As well as reducing our productivity, the fatigue that sustained strain leads to can create more serious outcomes, such as burnout. Burnout is a state that occurs when we work too hard and are left drained, disengaged, and less effective as a result.11 Fortunately, it’s not a clinical diagnosis, nor is it considered to be extremely serious—with time, you can recover, but you need to take that time. Otherwise, it could spill over into more serious conditions, such as heart problems and stroke, which can both be triggered by excess stress. This is a point at which it’s important to be very honest with yourself: Are you facing too much pressure for too long a period that it is turning into strain? If so, you need to act as soon as you can to protect your health.

One more area you’ll need to understand, to work out what’s going on, is whether the pressure is coming from others or whether it’s self-created.

IS THE PRESSURE COMING FROM OTHERS?

To ascertain whether you are working for a manager who’s expecting you to produce more work—or work of a higher quality—than you are, consider if any of the following are happening:


	You have a pile of work that’s too big, but you feel you can’t push back.

	You have a lot of work to do in an area you’re not skilled at, but your boss won’t listen to your concerns.

	You dread sudden emails asking you for work last-minute, often forcing you to work in your evenings or weekends to meet their demands.

	A peer or senior is questioning your performance or commitment, despite there being good evidence that you are working well.



IS THE PRESSURE COMING FROM YOU?

Sometimes, the pressure that you feel won’t be coming from your boss, peers, juniors, or even your clients. It’ll be coming from yourself. You’ll think, for some reason, that you need to work harder, quicker, longer, or cleverer to please others, hide your shortcomings, or please yourself.

I have seen many senior leaders who are so worried about failing at work or being seen as being less good than their colleagues that they work extra hard to cover their backs. I’ve seen others who are obsessed with being the best and fixate on work-based targets that are punishing. Either way, they create a huge amount of personal pressure, which tips over into strain. When they hear others call them superhuman, intimidating, or (in hushed whispers) a workaholic, they sometimes brush it off or sometimes see it as a badge of honor. In other words, personally applied pressure comes in a wide variety of forms and happens for many different reasons, but if you are putting yourself under this pressure, it’s important to be honest about it.

In its most serious form, this personally applied pressure becomes a form of work addiction, where a worker places unreasonable pressure on themselves through an addiction or compulsion to do so, and like any bad habit, it needs acknowledging and breaking before they do themselves serious harm.12

Does work feel boring and pointless?

Quite a different sort of problem to close this section out with—rather than the world of high stress and novelty, personal effectiveness can also take a dip when we are bored at work or can’t see any meaning in it. If you find the work mundane or pointless, or you don’t value what you’ll be rewarded with for completing it, you may find it hard to put in the effort required. The quality slips, deadlines are missed, you start to question why you are doing this job at all. A senior leader in the not-for-profit sector who had been, up until this point, very engaged in her work, told me how she knew that it was time to look for another job because she couldn’t work up the enthusiasm to contribute to a team project. She had the feeling that she had “been here before” and that they had done many similar projects, but nothing had ever changed. The work felt pointless and too similar to the past. If you, too, feel your work is pointless or boring, and you think this is reducing your personal effectiveness, it’ll be an important area to work on.


FIT THE CONTEXT: THE ADDED PROBLEMS THAT KNOWLEDGE WORK BRINGS

In knowledge work, where outputs are intangible and hard to define (Is that a good report? Is the thinking behind that recommendation of a high quality?), it is common for managers to measure performance by looking at inputs instead.

If you can’t see how many units are produced, you can at least see how many hours of effort seem to be expended.

The problem is that this approach leads to performative busyness, meaning that rather than focusing their attention on the important work that needs doing, team members stress about things like replying to their bosses and showing that they are at their desk for ten hours a day, to demonstrate just how busy they are at work.13 The quick responses take time away from what they should be doing—getting the big, important stuff done. And the long hours often reduce work quality, as tired brains are less likely to come up with creative solutions or provide novel insights.

Many sectors are in denial about this latter point, but, for example, higher rates of suicidal thoughts in the legal sector linked to high stress levels and overwork14 is leading to firms taking it more seriously.

A final burden faced by knowledge workers in a quest for better personal effectiveness is that companies fill their laptops with apps that are designed to make collaboration easier. Real-time messaging, the ability to call someone for a video chat at that moment, and being able to set up all sorts of work channels for different projects should mean that you are able to boss your to-do list. But often, what these systems give us in terms of better collaboration, they take away in terms of our ability to find focus and flow, as they are designed to interrupt us so we don’t hold someone else’s work up when they are waiting for an answer.

If you are a knowledge worker, you may want to consider the degree to which the culture is driving you toward a higher level of personal effectiveness than it is reasonable to expect. Are there moves in your industry or organization to take action on this? Is there anything you are particularly concerned about that you would like to factor into your solution?



BEFORE MOVING ON:


	What do you think the causes of your personal effectiveness problems are?

	Do you think that anyone is making your personal effectiveness problems worse? How?

	Have you identified any serious risks of strain or burnout that you need to prioritize dealing with?



LAY OUT YOUR SOLUTION

As you now work on solutions for your issues with personal effectiveness, you’ll be focusing on how to improve your own behaviors but also how to handle others who are not helping you by asking too much of you or distracting you.

How to find focus and flow

CULL DIGITAL DISTRACTIONS

Get rid of those phone beeps, email pings, pop-ups, and impromptu calls that you feel you have to respond to lest you hold a project up or someone accuses you of not working hard enough. Sure, you still need to engage with these elements, but you should be actively choosing when, rather than them choosing for you. This will allow you more opportunity to focus and find flow. Turn off any notifications that you can. Social media notifications and email pop-ups are good initial targets. You should be able to turn them off in your settings. If your work phone is locked down and you can’t, then turn off the volume, turn off vibrate, and leave it in your coat pocket while you work. As soon as you can see it, you’re more likely to be tempted by it. If you can’t switch them off on your computer, again turn the sound off, and stick a Post-it over the corner of your screen that notifies you when something has come in. There will be times when you do need notifications, so you can switch them on again, and you can also experiment with which ones are useful versus which are distracting.

You may feel odd to start with—it can even feel like a form of withdrawal. Your brain could well be addicted to the little dopamine rush it gets each time it distracts you with a new alert or piece of information. Just as with any addiction, breaking the habit will take some time and conscious effort. In this case, you are breaking your body’s reliance on the nice feeling that the dopamine rush gives.15 When you feel yourself wanting to be distracted (i.e., your body wanting the dopamine), you’ll need to remind yourself why you’re not going to let it happen (reduced personal effectiveness, higher stress, no chance to focus) and get back to what you were doing before your brain gave you that nudge.

CULL REAL-WORLD DISTRACTIONS

If you’re working in an office, find ways to signal to colleagues that you don’t want to be interrupted. Close the door to your private office if you have a door. If you’re in an open-plan workspace and it’s acceptable to listen to music, invest in a pair of noise-canceling headphones—people will soon realize that, when you have these on, you’re trying to concentrate and you don’t want to be interrupted. You don’t have to play music—you can just have them on or put on some white noise or relaxing sea sounds or one of those spa-type playlists. Block out your calendar, too, and encourage people to check this before interrupting you. Tell them it’s not them, it’s you—you are struggling to concentrate, and you really need to.

If you want more focus than your office can provide, even with these ideas above, consider booking out a meeting room or a coworking space in your office, going to a coffee shop, desk hopping to a department where no one is in on that day, or even sitting out in nature. Computers these days are good enough that the shade of a tree is sufficient for you to be able to see your screen, and it’s been shown that sitting in nature can increase your productivity and task performance, so you may find the benefit is bigger than you’re expecting.16 All these other places will put some distance between you and those people who threaten to disturb your focus.

If you’re moving away from your desk anyway, consider leaning further into this and leaving your laptop behind if you can do some work that doesn’t need a computer (brainstorming, writing a first draft or plan, reading). Being away from a screen for a bit can be really good for your creativity and for recharging your brain and eyes if they are tired of staring at pixels.

STOP TASK-SWITCHING

Remember that multitasking is rarely possible, and you are task-switching instead, which is using up extra time, rather than making you more efficient. And when you feel tempted to switch, remember that the idea that you are being more effective is an illusion.

To help your discipline in focusing on just one task at a time, highlight it on your to-do list, or write it out fresh and put it on your desk prominently (while hiding your to-do list). It also helps to clear your workspaces—digital and physical—to remove distractions that could prompt you to task-switch, allowing you instead to focus on the task at hand. This means you should close tabs, remove distracting to-do lists from your visual field, and put away documents or other items that remind you of other tasks to be done.

I have found moving my to-do list online has been great, as I don’t then have my to-do list sitting on my desk, providing helpful suggestions on how I could switch tasks. Instead, I open the tab, choose an item off it, do the item, and then reopen the tab to delete it off the list.

GIVE YOURSELF PERMISSION TO FOCUS

If you recognize that your personal effectiveness isn’t optimal but you are reading the above recommendations coming up with reasons why they may not work for you, I think you should check that you are not addicted to the busyness, or overemphasizing how important your immediate contribution is. Remember when you were ill, and everyone coped? Remember that two-hour meeting you were in last week when everything was just fine afterward? Attention management expert Cal Newport says that, at least once per semester at university, he takes himself to the cinema for an afternoon to remind himself that the working world can and does tick along quite nicely without him.17

Even if you’ve felt resistant until now, turn to your calendar and pick out a clear space at some point in the next fortnight of at least one hour long. Block it out for a task you know you need focus for. And then, when you get to it, block distractions and focus.

How to make your work more interesting

If you’ve been struggling to find work interesting and your personal effectiveness has suffered, try to reframe your work as important and meaningful. There is a whole section on this in Problem 5 where I look at the ways to improve engagement and job satisfaction. In headline form, you should be reminding yourself of how your work is critical to the organization’s mission. If it’s about work that is too easy, raise the stakes by working to a tighter deadline or setting a higher standard of quality. Easiness could also mean that a task is suitable for delegation to a more junior team member who may find it more challenging.


FIT THE CONTEXT: ARE YOU BEING ASKED TO DO THE HOUSEWORK?

In organizations, there are always tasks that don’t allow any scope for being recognized or rewarded for their performance. Taking on a very small number is good—it shows you to be a good organizational citizen. However, don’t take on more than your fair share. This can range from small, almost unnoticeable tasks like making the tea or printing the handouts for a meeting to much bigger tasks like writing Christmas cards to clients or booking everyone’s tickets for a conference.

On the whole, women are far more likely to say yes to these tasks, setting an expectation that they will do them in the future. This has a negative impact on the time they have available to do tasks that are promotable. This may in part explain why they lose out on promotions to men more frequently than vice versa.18

If you find yourself about to say yes to the housework, consider whether this will mean you’re doing more than your fair share, and if it will, say no.



How to prioritize

Four thousand weeks. That’s the number of weeks in the average life. Gulp. When best-selling author Oliver Burkeman made that horrifying time frame the title of his book,19 I had to sit in a room and think for a bit. That’s a whole lifetime. Take out childhood, post-school training, retirement, holidays, and weekends, and the amount of time you have to make meaning from your work really shrinks. I don’t think there’s a better reminder that we need to be prepared to focus on what really matters to our work and cut everything that doesn’t. But how?


	Take all the pointless things off your to-do list. If they’re just there because you feel obligated, but they don’t serve any real value, cull them. If someone needs to do them, but not you, pass them to the correct owner. Jo Farmer, joint managing partner at Lewis Silkin, could easily have an over-crowded to-do list, but she talked about the value of having peers and team members who are quick to say when a task shouldn’t be a priority for her, or when it should be on someone else’s to-do list. These peers save her from the things that otherwise might distract her from the firm’s strategic intentions.

	Be ruthless with meetings. Most organizations have too many, they’re too long, and they take people away from doing their proper work, so be brave and say no. Only go to meetings if they’re important or compulsory. If you have to go, work hard to make them efficient. If you’re in charge, insist on a proper agenda beforehand. And don’t be afraid to cut them short if everything’s covered.

	Attack your digital clutter. Delete apps you don’t use, tidy up your desktop, have a decent filing system, and make it less likely you’re going to be distracted while working by some unwanted notification or by having to look for a file you haven’t actually filed.

	Wage war on your real-life clutter. The pile of papers on your desk you must look through to find that one thing you need, the work clothes you haven’t worn for years, the collection of tea bags and biscuits you’ve picked up from meeting rooms for no discernible reason and that are arguing for space with your stapler in your top drawer. A tidy work landscape could save us hours a year not looking for papers or getting distracted by the clutter.



A simpler digital and physical life, with a shorter to-do list and a laser focus on what matters, will help you conserve energy, find your focus, and reach a flow state. I’ve kept this section intentionally uncluttered to hammer home my point. Enjoy.

How to handle pressure

As a leader, you’ll regularly be in pressure situations, but remember that this is fine as long as you have sufficient time to recover between periods of pressure and as long as the pressure doesn’t go on for too long. As such, handling pressure is twofold: building up energy supplies means that you can withstand pressure for longer, factoring in recovery time. You also need to be able to spot when the pressure has been going on for too long and know what you should do about it.

BUILDING UP YOUR RESERVES

To prepare for periods of prolonged stress, try to maintain a healthy lifestyle the vast majority of the time. That means eating well, having a good sleep pattern, exercising regularly, and looking after your mental health. These actions will foster good energy levels, a healthy body, and a good headspace. They’ll mean that when you do find yourself under high pressure, you can endure it more successfully without it impacting your performance, like a well-trained athlete.20 If we begin a period of stress with good blood pressure, great sleeping patterns, and low cortisol levels, we have some capacity to take on more stress without overloading too quickly.21

HOW TO REACT WHEN THE STRESS KICKS IN

When stress starts to kick in, double down on your good habits. Work hard to go to wind down in the evening and go to bed at a regular time, as good quality sleep will safeguard you from the negative stress for longer. Eat extra well, and avoid alcohol, caffeine, and other stimulants and depressants. Yes, they can provide temporary relief, but consuming them will reduce your performance and your ability to recover.

FACTOR IN DOWNTIME TO RECOVER FROM STRESS

These rest periods will look different for everyone. It’s worth considering which activities, for you personally, are energy creators and which are energy sponges. If you’re not aware of how your energy ebbs and flows—what tops it up and what depletes it—keep a note on your phone for a few weeks, recording the times of day when you are particularly high or low energy, as well as activities at work and outside work that boost or deplete your energy. After a few weeks, you should have a sense of what invigorates you versus what drains you, and when you typically have the most energy so you can use that time for the work that requires the most focus.

Megan Jones, a catering manager for BaxterStorey, has long, demanding days. When I asked her how she coped on a day when she woke up with low energy, she told me she would make sure she dressed in bright colors, had a longer chat with the baristas when she got her Pret coffee on the way in to work, talked to her team a lot at work, and then she would make sure she sat in an area of the office with lots of plants—an addition implemented by the facilities team after the COVID-19 lockdowns and very much appreciated by the staff. These are all small actions, but Megan knows that each one has a positive effect on her, topping up her energy and helping her to handle the stress of work.

MAKE SURE YOUR RECOVERY TIME IS SUFFICIENT

Remember: if you aren’t getting enough recovery time and you are still under pressure, your stress will build. You’ll need to watch this, to ensure you’re not going to run out of reserves before the stressful period is over. If you are, plan to reduce the pressure now, or increase your recovery time to reduce the risk of burnout.

How to handle unrealistic expectations

WORK OUT WHAT IS REALISTIC

If you’ve identified unrealistic expectations, your first step is to work out what is realistic for you to achieve. How many hours can you commit, when, and what can you achieve in this time? Humans are good at estimating how long practical tasks will take, but much worse at estimating the duration of more abstract or cerebral tasks, so you should assume that all the major tasks on your list will take you 25-50 percent more time than you initially allow for.22

I would generally recommend honoring what is already on your to-do list, even if it means a few more weeks of hard work. It means you are not throwing others under the bus with tasks that haven’t been completed, which can reflect very badly on you. Then, before taking on anything new, make sure you say no to tasks that don’t fulfill your criteria for a task worth doing (return to the section on prioritizing if you need help with this). Also make sure that you’re saying no to tasks that are unrealistic for you to achieve because you don’t have capacity right now.

LEARN TO SAY NO TO OTHERS

Saying no to others is best done from a place of respect and appreciation. If the person feels as though their request was valid, and you have good reasons for saying no that are not suggesting that they or their work are not important, you will stay on good terms with them after the no. Here’s how to structure a good no.


	Show appreciation that they have asked you, as opposed to someone else, by saying thank you.

	Present a rational argument about why taking on this task isn’t in the company’s best interests (e.g., will take your focus away from your main role, or a more important task, or conflict with another project you’re working on). Make sure you have a clear, rational reason before you say no.

	Seek permission to say no, whether you have the right to say no or not. If they’re senior to you, asking before you say no respects the hierarchy. If they are equal or junior, it softens the message. The simplest phrasing of this is, “Is it going to be okay if I say no?”

	If they’re not okay with it, suggest taking time out and returning to the conversation in the next day or so. It’s remarkable how often someone will accede to a request if they are given time to think about it, as the time allows them to arrive at solutions other than you doing the work.



LEARN TO SAY NO TO YOURSELF

If you’re unfairly putting yourself under pressure to achieve more, you need to stop. Now that you’ve clarified what’s appropriate to expect yourself to achieve, you’ll need to find a way to enforce it. I suggest a clear set of statements that you can









	What will you do to solve your problems with personal effectiveness?

	What will you do to manage others’ expectations about what is realistic for you to achieve? How will you manage your own expectations?

	How will you maintain good personal effectiveness and/or expectations management as you move forward?

	If you are concerned that you may have work addiction, or be a workaholic, where will you turn for help?








	Acknowledge the misstep and think about why it happened.

	Choose to commit to the habit again immediately.

	Promise yourself interim rewards for maintaining the habit, such as a Friday afternoon matcha latte or a longer lunch break.


































	High levels of personal effectiveness are more likely when you reduce distractions, increase your interest in your work, identify what you need to prioritize, learn to focus your attention, and are able to say no when required.

	Handling pressure is key to ensuring high levels of personal effectiveness in the moment and avoiding burnout and reduced effectiveness in the future. Build up your energy reserves to help cope when times are tough, and factor in downtime to recover from periods of stressful overwork.

	Perceptions that your personal effectiveness could be better are not always fair; you may be putting yourself under too much pressure or allowing others to put you under too much pressure. Recognizing what is reasonable for you or others to expect will help you to establish and maintain appropriate boundaries.
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