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Recharge 1

Have a Monk Mode Morning

What does your office look like? The chances are it’s an open-plan space. Increasingly the only debate about offices is what sort of open plan you’re going to end up with, and this in turn generally boils down to a discussion about whether your boss has an office or whether they have a desk outside ‘a meeting room’ that they end up working in.

The boss of Google – has an office.1 The boss of Facebook – sits outside a meeting room. Netflix – no office.2 Boss of Gap – office (but no desk, just keeping you guessing here).

What our bosses do is a reflection of the two conflicting factors at play here – a desire to appear connected with their teams and the struggle to get anything done in open-plan offices.

Offices started to disappear as work became less formal, as fewer firms asked us to wear ties all day, as we were allowed to be something a touch closer to our real selves. For many, offices seemed a relic of hierarchy. A lack of corridors and delineated spaces implied the company was keen to promote a flatter structure and was not concerned with layers of management.

Of course, the other reason why open plan became popular was because it is very, very cheap. When property rentals are high, one of the most economically sound things that a business can do is to take walls down. One columnist in the Financial Times cited evidence that the cost of workspaces for desks in London in 2017 was around £15,000 per year for open plan – and personal offices clearly cost even more.3 So down tumbled the walls. Big open-plan spaces came to every workplace. Many ended up looking beautiful and stylish. The extra space permits wall art or better decoration. It allows in more natural light.

And, its adherents argue, it also creates a better work environment – one of serendipitous encounters, colleagues coming together and reaching delightful epiphanies across their desks. Jony Ive, Apple’s design chief, described the vision for the company’s new 13,000-employee office in California as a ‘statement of openness, of free movement’. He told Wired magazine: ‘The achievement is to make a building where so many people can connect and collaborate and walk and talk.’4

The only problem with this utopian view is that it’s not true. Open-plan offices have been studied time and time again, and the conclusion is always the same: in productivity terms, they’re a disaster. Take the findings of a survey of one particular oil and gas firm. ‘The psychologists assessed the employees’ satisfaction with their surroundings, as well as their stress level, job performance, and interpersonal relationships before the transition, four weeks after the transition, and, finally, six months afterward,’ the preamble to the report stated. And what they discovered was not encouraging: ‘The employees suffered according to every measure: the new space was disruptive, stressful, and cumbersome, and, instead of feeling closer, coworkers felt distant, dissatisfied and resentful. Productivity fell.’5 Another survey of a different company suggested that when workers switched to an open-plan office the number of emails people sent to each other increased by 56 per cent and face-to-face interactions fell by a third.6 One New Zealand survey found that not only did open plan increase the demands on workers but it also made colleagues less friendly to one another – perhaps because they felt frustrated that they weren’t able to do their jobs properly.7

When presenting the dream of their own space at Apple, Jony Ive painted it with beautifully empowering words. But, in the event, many of the employees disagreed. Indeed, according to Silicon Valley Business Journal, some of the most senior engineers chose to work in separate buildings.8 Quite simply, it said, the noise and distraction of open plan wasn’t consistent with the way Apple teams had created their world-famous products.

The evidence in favour of open plan is singularly lacking. People in open-plan offices take significantly more sick days than those who work in ones where there are only a handful of colleagues (fewer than six) nearby.9 When they are at work, according to one report, constant distractions mean that the average worker is being interrupted every three minutes: by colleagues with quick questions, by overheard fragments of conversation, not to mention all the other distractions of modern office life.10 Given that experts argue that it can take up to eight minutes to get back into a concentrated state again after an interruption, the amount of time wasted is considerable (others have even suggested that the time to get back fully into deep concentration could be as much as twenty minutes11). The fact is that humans are not good at attention switching. One study that looked at software engineers suggested that if an engineer was working on five projects concurrently, 75 per cent of their time was lost to switching mentally between them – leaving only 5 per cent work attention per project.12









	NUMBER OF SIMULTANEOUS PROJECTS
	LOSS TO CONTEXT SWITCHING
	PERCENTAGE OF TIME SUBSEQUENTLY AVAILABLE PER PROJECT



	1
	0%
	100%



	2
	20%
	40%



	3
	40%
	20%



	4
	60%
	10%



	5
	75%
	5%






Business school professor Sophie Leroy describes what’s going on here. ‘People need to stop thinking about one task in order to fully transition their attention and perform well on another,’ she explains. ‘Yet results indicate it is difficult for people to transition their attention away from an unfinished task and their subsequent task performance suffers.’13 Leroy says when we switch from one job – answering an email, say – to another, like writing a presentation, there is an ‘attention residue’. We are still half thinking about whether the email response was right, or when our boss will get back to us. The end result is that we spend longer doing a less thorough job. Some scientists have gone so far as to suggest that when we mentally multitask our IQ is reduced by as much as 10 points – to all intents and purposes we may even seem stoned.14

Constant interruptions and distractions also make us feel that we’re getting less done. And this has a significant impact on our sense of personal worth. Psychologist Teresa Amabile, who has done extensive research in this area, has established that people feel satisfied at work when they are confident that they have made progress on something: not powering through a mountain of email but focusing on a single task.15 It’s something that Hungarian-American psychologist Mihály Csíkszentmihályi describes as ‘flow’. In Csíkszentmihályi’s words, flow is ‘being completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The ego falls away. Time flies. Every action, movement and thought follows inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz. Your whole being is involved, and you’re using your skills to the utmost.’16

Amabile observes that these moments of flow don’t need to be prolonged in nature. Often the benefits can result from short periods of concentration. Having delved through 9,000-plus daily work diaries that she had asked volunteers to keep, she and her team discovered that a fulfilling day for participants in her study was invariably one in which they reported making meaningful progress on something they had been trying to accomplish. It was a day when there was a moment of – normally solitary – headspace where ideas seemed finally to come together. As one of the participants recounted: ‘The event of the day was that … I was able to concentrate on the project at hand without interruptions. [Earlier] there were so many interruptions for chit-chat that I couldn’t get any decent work accomplished. I eventually had to go work very quietly in another room to get some of it done.’17 No distraction leads to quiet, quiet leads to flow, flow leads to progress, progress leads to satisfaction.

This may seem counter to what we’re often told about creativity these days: that it’s a collective effort, that it’s about teams. At a certain point, of course it is, and group discussion can happen productively in open workspaces designed for it. Nevertheless our meaningful work is more likely to be done in solitude. If you’ve ever found yourself saying, ‘I can’t get anything done at work’, or ‘I go into the office before everyone gets in, because I can power through my work’, then you’re quietly recognising this, too.

Writer and academic Cal Newport has his own term for the ‘flow’ this involves: ‘Deep Work’, defined by him as ‘professional activities performed in a state of distraction-free concentration that push your cognitive capacities to the limit’. And he has a practical suggestion as to how to achieve it. ‘I’m starting to see more entrepreneurs,’ he told me, ‘especially CEOs of small startups – doing what I call the Monk Mode Morning, where they say, “As far as anyone is concerned I’m reachable starting at 11 a.m. or noon and I never am available for meetings, I’m never going to answer an email and never going to answer the phone before then.” Their whole organisation adapts to this idea that the first part of the day is depth time. The second part of the day is for other things.’ It’s an approach that chimes with Amabile’s recommendation that we adopt a mixed model of work – a blend of quiet time and co-mingling. Getting meaningful work done for Amabile ‘means ruthlessly guarding protected blocks of the work week, shielding staff from the distractions and interruptions that are the normal condition of organisational life’.

How about trying this out? Why not tell your team that on – say – Wednesday and Friday you won’t be getting into the office till 11 a.m. and you’ll be working on things at home until then. One of my colleagues at Twitter in London has tried a version of Monk Mode Morning. David Wilding has a fiendish two-hour commute each way to work. He decided that getting a train into London during rush hour was wasted time: you don’t get a table; you are squeezed against strangers. So he chooses to get a slightly later train – when he can sit at a table – and (thanks to South West Railways’ dreadful wifi) concentrate on deeper work projects rather than email and work chat. He may not be in the office at 9.30 a.m. on days where he has a scheduled ‘late train’, but by the time he arrives his Monk Mode Morning has given him an hour or more of valuable Deep Work.

Renowned ad man and executive creative director of OgilvyOne, Rory Sutherland, goes even further. His view is that we shouldn’t even come into the office to do emails. We should only come to work to have conversations and meet people. He says in the former life of the office ‘you had to come into work to make a photocopy, you had to come into work to produce a document, to produce a presentation, send a telex, even to make an international phone call – you basically came into the office to do it because it cost £29 and you didn’t want that on your unitemised phone bill. And so the office fulfilled a lot of functions. And once you left the office there was a limit – other than working with pencil and paper and just generally thinking – to how much work you could do.’ Now, however, ‘90 per cent of what an office used to be for is just as available at home, assuming you have reasonable broadband. So you have to ask the question: “What’s the office now for?”’ His take is that if you want to be your most productive and engaged then it’s a mistake to come into work simply to sit at your computer and deal with emails. You should be meeting people by prearrangement, or meeting people by accident. ‘And the problem I always notice,’ he says, ‘is that when you’re doing email you’re not meeting people by accident because it’s a fundamentally anti-social behaviour’.18

If part of the secret of being happier and more fulfilled at work is to feel that you’re getting genuine work done, then perhaps a Monk Mode Morning twice a week could work for you and your colleagues. Why not suggest it to your team?


WHAT YOU CAN DO NEXT:

»  Think about the last time you got a satisfying block of work done. Are there ways that you could create the same conditions for the next assignment? What would you need to decline, cancel or move to give yourself three hours of uninterrupted work twice a week?

»  Most people find that Monk Mode works best in the morning, but it may be that in your case an afternoon slot works better.

»  While you’re in your Monk Mode, try to avoid all distractions or interruptions. That means silence your phone, log out of email.

»  Keep a record of what you have accomplished while in Monk Mode. It may prove helpful in converting naysayers to the wisdom of trying it.

»  If you find this new approach isn’t working, experiment with different times and days of the week.




Recharge 2

Go for a walking meeting

When you’re sitting at a desk or locked in a meeting scrambling for ideas, getting up and going for a walk might seem like a distraction. After all, if you’re swamped with work, taking a break is only going to make things worse. You’ll end up with just as much to do, but less time to do it.

But something magical seems to happen when we get blood pumping round our bodies. And for many, going for a walk offers one of the best ways to liberate their thinking and get their creative synapses pinging. As J. K. Rowling says: ‘There’s nothing like a night-time stroll to give you ideas.’ Fellow writer, Charles Dickens – by any count a heroically prolific author who wrote fifteen novels, hundreds of short stories and edited a weekly magazine – worked in intense five-hour blocks of concentration from nine till two each day, and then, with his own version of Deep Work finished, Dickens would take a ten- to twelve-mile walk. ‘I could not keep my health otherwise,’ he argued. Perhaps the philosopher Søren Kierkegaard put it best: ‘I have walked myself into my best thoughts,’ he wrote, ‘and I know of no thought so burdensome that one cannot walk away from it.’1

Is there any hard scientific evidence for this, though? This is something that Marily Oppezzo and Daniel Schwartz from Stanford University have studied. In the course of their experiments they used a series of recognised tests for creativity – such as the ‘alternative uses’ test whereby an item is suggested to a subject and they’re asked to propose imaginative, but appropriate, ways in which it can be used (one volunteer was shown a key and, prompted by its vaguely eye-shaped form, suggested it could be used as a new eye; this didn’t count as an ‘appropriate novelty’, whereas the idea put forward by another that a key could be used by a dying victim to carve the name of their murderer in the ground did count, even if it did elicit some wary looks from her fellow test subjects).2 These tests were then tried in various different ways: on people who were sitting then walking, walking then sitting, solely walking or solely sitting.3

And what Oppezzo and Schwartz discovered was that walking led to a very significant uplift in creative thinking: in fact, 81 per cent of participants saw their scores for giving creative suggestions go up when they were walking rather than sitting (the average increase was 60 per cent). Their explanation was that aerobic exercise during (or prior to) creative thinking had the effect of energising those thoughts. Walking proved highly effective when it came to liberating ideas, even if it wasn’t the most effective way to resolve complex logical puzzles. As the scientists put it, walking may not be good for convergent thinking (i.e. homing in on the ‘correct’, standard answer to a question) but it is a powerful tool for divergent thinking (coming up with fresh, imaginative ideas). Better still, that power lingered. Those volunteers who went for a walk before they needed to be creative scored higher in the tests that followed than those who just stayed seated.

Where we walk can also have a beneficial impact. Another research paper, published in 2012, suggested that a fifty-minute walk out in the open can aid concentration: the experience of wandering in natural surroundings has the effect of cleansing our palate and allows us to sit down with a clean mental sheet of paper afterwards.4

But it’s not just about coming up with productive ideas. Walks are a way of having meetings, too. Chris Barez-Brown, who runs a leadership training company called Upping Your Elvis that has built a reputation for inspiring leaders to have more creative ideas, strongly believes that the creative brainpower unleashed by walking also has a dramatic impact when we use it alongside colleagues. His company employs a process called ‘Walk It Out’ to help people unblock subconscious mental obstacles.

Barez-Brown’s approach is to send pairs of people away for short walks – sometimes thirty minutes, often a fraction of that. During the walk one of them is instructed to talk (or ‘rant and rave’ as he puts it) about a dilemma they are facing. People, he says, tend to be sceptical beforehand: ‘I’ll give it a go but I can’t imagine it will have a benefit.’ But ‘half an hour later they come back saying, “Wow, revelation! I’m so much clearer.”’ Barez-Brown believes the power of this approach comes from the fresh perspective we gain from unjumbling our unprepared thoughts as we start ranting and raving through them. ‘We often don’t get a chance to talk about our life without being edited,’ Barez-Brown believes; however, when we’re walking side by side with someone, we feel as though we’re able to reorganise our thoughts and present them afresh. In some situations, half an hour is about right, but when Barez-Brown is running corporate offsite sessions his preferred technique is actually to send people outside for seven and a half minutes: one person to listen, the other to talk. ‘Often when people come back they have a lot more clarity – about things they haven’t been paying attention to, things that were bothering them.’5 Talking in this way allows them to trigger the idea-generating divergent thinking that walking stimulates, but combines it with the narrowing things down style of convergent thinking, too.

Some might object that wandering around in the open discussing matters that might well be highly confidential is fraught with danger. What happens if you’re overheard? Isn’t it safer to stick to the secrecy of the meeting room? Not according to the Mafia. Joseph C. Massino, the only New York mafia boss ever to cooperate with the authorities, once told a court room that among the golden rules for a discreet conversation were: ‘You never talk in a club, you never talk in a car, you never talk on a cellphone, you never talk on a phone, you never talk in your house.’6 (I like this; it reads like the missing Doctor Seuss mafia book.) Massino testified in court that walk-talks, where conversations would take place as the participants roved the streets, were in fact the safest. If the Mafia – suspicious that there are FBI agents actively trying to listen to them – feel that walking is safe, then I suspect you’re probably going to be OK talking about next year’s marketing plan out in the open, too.

So when you’re looking for a way to make today’s work feel less overwhelming – or you want to unblock your thoughts – it might be an idea to get up from your desk and go for a few strides in the open air. In the words of the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche: ‘All truly great thoughts are conceived by walking.’


WHAT YOU CAN DO NEXT:

»  Suggest a walking meeting with a colleague in place of your normal get-together.

»  Factor in an expectation that the first couple of attempts are likely to be awkward – stick with it.

»  Bear in mind that there will probably be some people who are more likely to go along with your suggestion. It’s also likely that some will prove hostile partners who will dampen the experience. Don’t waste good science on bad subjects.

»  Try different time lengths. The ‘Walk It Out’ sessions of Chris Barez-Brown at seven and a half minutes are just long enough to get our divergent thinking going, before we sit down again to harness convergent thought.



Recharge 3

Celebrate headphones

The issue of headphones really divides offices, doesn’t it?

Have there ‘been words’ about headphones in your office? Do you find that older workers – those who perhaps had their ideas of work established in the days before there was a computer on every desk – scoff at them, or complain, or reminisce about the days when people worked properly?

HR forums display a furious generational divide about the perceived toxicity or otherwise of headphones.1 Younger people tend to support them; older people are suspicious. In an article in Harvard Business Review a former boss at Nickelodeon, Anne Kreamer, spoke for many at the conservative end of the debate when she expressed her firm disapproval.2 Had she worn headphones earlier in her career, she argued, she would – among other things – have missed out on the ‘collective high’ when a good piece of news rippled through the office.

Now I don’t want to challenge Kreamer’s track record of success but I do wonder if she might be romanticising the past a little. Like Kreamer, I’m not exactly young, but I can’t remember Mexican waves of euphoria sweeping across any office that I worked in. Maybe they clapped in every new episode of Rugrats at Nickelodeon? But then during the period Kreamer is writing about – the nineties – surely a third to a half of people would have been on the phone at any given moment? We’d all agree that the sight of colleagues gleefully jumping around wouldn’t be regarded as sufficient reason to end a phone call – even when they have just watched a cracking episode of Kenan & Kel.

The truth is that because power in workplaces is unequally distributed generationally it’s become popular to blame millennials and Gen-Z workers for most of the things bosses don’t like. Headphones are one of the things that get blamed on younger workers. There’s a mistaken belief that in no-headphones workplaces there are intense Socratic conversations going on, with colleagues scribbling at whiteboards as they capture incisive thoughts on the plan for next year. In reality, offices that allow headphones and ones that don’t have very similar atmospheres.

Headphones are essentially a coping mechanism: they help their wearers avoid distractions in an office where otherwise they’d be constantly interrupted. Just as Apple’s senior engineers wanted to avoid open plan (see Recharge 1), so headphone wearers like to zone themselves off. As it happens, in vast US open-plan offices it’s not uncommon to have white noise pumped into the space (either directly or via headphones) to try to block out unwanted stimuli.

In my view, headphones should not be banned. Instead they should be celebrated – in exactly the same way that we celebrate Christmas. Celebration doesn’t mean we do it all the time, it means we mark an occasion. And the best way for us to work with headphones is to have periods when they’re allowed and others when teams agree not to use them. If your office isn’t willing to have Monk Mode Mornings or doesn’t provide a space for you to go and work in quiet, then the optimum time for headphones is the morning. Being able to power through work during the first few hours of the day fits best with most people’s circadian rhythms.

The hours before and after lunch, by contrast, are better suited to a no-headphones zone. These are the moments in a day when colleagues can connect, share and discuss. As the former boss of Campbell’s Soup says, ‘These thousands of little interruptions aren’t keeping you from the work, they are the work.’3 Of course, it’s easier to say this if you’re in a sound-proofed corner office: the last ten years have probably pushed the interruptions of work beyond what even the Soup Baron could handle.

I’ve tended to focus so far on the advantages of not being interrupted. But it’s worth pausing for a moment to register the advantages, because although interruptions have been proven to be very bad for cognition and complex problem solving, they can actually be quite helpful when it comes to creative thought. And here again, the correct headphone regime can play an important role.

Many people are now familiar with right-brain and left-brain thinking. Or they may have heard about what behavioural economist Daniel Kahneman has styled ‘System 1’ (fast instinctive, visceral decision making) and ‘System 2’ (slower, considered, reflective thinking). It’s worth noting that while many scientists are comfortable with using these simplified terms to help illustrate different types of behaviour, there are neither right and left hemispheres dedicated to specific tasks, nor discrete fast and slow sections of the brain. As one of the leading thinkers on the understanding of the brain, Lisa Feldman Barrett, reminds us, ‘Kahneman is very careful to say it’s a metaphor, but many people seem to be ignoring him and essentialising Systems 1 and 2 as blobs in the brain.’4 As frustrating as it might be for us, the brain’s processes are much more messy than we would like.

One view of the brain is that it contains specific brain neurons for incredibly precise jobs (one study suggested there was a brain cell that seemed universally to be triggered by Jennifer Aniston, for example,5 and the newly created field of neuroeconomics has been intent on finding which brain neurons might cause us to make specific decisions). Feldman Barrett, by contrast, argues that while the brain may indeed allocate a cell to the concept of, say, a sitcom actress, that cell will be located in a different place in each individual brain. Our brain contains overlapping networks responsible for the performance of different functions. If, for example, we want to get concentrated work done, requiring ‘convergent thinking’ (see Recharge 2), scholars suggest that we will be triggering the Executive Attention Network. This is a system in the brain that allows us to push away distractions and focus, serving us if we want to – say – power through emails. If, on the other hand, we want to think more imaginatively – to engage in ‘divergent thinking’ – we need to reduce our focused Executive Attention Network and allow our Default and Salience Networks to fill the space.6 The Salience Network observes stimuli around us and predicts their implications for our actions. The Default Network appears to be disengaged when we’re doing things but becomes active when we’re remembering the past or thinking of others; it’s the home of daydreaming in the brain. One way to trigger both these parts of the brain, as I pointed out in Recharge 2, is to go for a walk: researcher Marily Oppezzo and her colleagues have demonstrated that this can be very beneficial. Essentially, to be creative we need to let our mind wander and imagine, something that is very hard to do when our Executive Attention Network is fully fired up.7 We more readily achieve divergent thinking by doing something disruptive.

Here’s ad executive Rory Sutherland talking about how ideas appear: ‘I notice that Archimedes had his idea [of displacement] stepping into the bath, not while he was sitting in the bath. Because when you are on the line between one state of action and another one tends to be when you’re making that flick. Getting off a train too, for some reason. We have these strange little moments which seem to be hugely productive and enjoyable. It is almost that you’re training your brain into letting go of the usual straitjacket of assumptions that it’s brought to bear. When that jacket briefly falls off that’s when you suddenly have some sort of creative insight or magical leap.’8 In other words, when the Salience and Default Networks are busy running lots of routine management, the mind can wander into unexpected places. In a similar vein, when scientists looked at creativity, people who were more easily distracted by irrelevant stimuli were found to produce more and better ideas. When you want ideas, distraction is a good thing.9

Further evidence for this viewpoint comes from three researchers at Columbia University, who have demonstrated that when we’re trying to be inventive in our problem solving then a shift in attention can prove more productive than sustained concentration on a single thing. The researchers gave three groups of people two problems each to solve. One group had to attempt the first challenge, then move on to the second. The second group was asked to switch back and forth between the two challenges at predetermined intervals. The third group were allowed to allocate their time as they chose.

Most people would assume that the group that had the freedom to split the time as they saw fit would come up with the best answers to the problems. In fact, the best results were achieved by those who switched between the two tasks at fixed intervals. Why should this be the case? The team at Columbia explained it in the following terms: ‘Because when attempting problems that require creativity, we often reach a dead end without realising it. We find ourselves circling around the same ineffective ideas and don’t recognise when it’s time to move on.’10 Their conclusion was that the group that had to switch between the two challenges at set intervals found themselves resetting their thought processes, discovering fresh angles and options in the process. This discovery wasn’t an isolated experiment. Researchers Steven Smith, David Gerkens and Genna Angello asked subjects to produce lists of words, each time giving them two different categories for their lists (like ‘cold things and heavy things’, or ‘items you take camping and fattening foods’). They found that people who switched between the two lists produced more responses – and more original responses – than those who just did uninterrupted lists of each category in turn.11

In 1939, James Webb Young, an American advertising exec, wrote humanity’s definitive guide to the process of creativity, A Technique for Producing Ideas. For the price of a cup of coffee you should be able to download or purchase a copy of this enlightening pamphlet. In his text Webb Young reminds us what we all already know, ‘namely, that an idea is nothing more nor less than a new combination of old elements’.12 He says that ideas are created when we spot the opportunities to combine two thoughts: ‘The second important principle involved is that the capacity to bring old elements into new combinations depends largely on the ability to see relationships.’ In spotting this the ad man was over fifty years ahead of our favourite inventor, Steve Jobs. Jobs said something remarkably similar: ‘Creativity is just connecting things. When you ask creative people how they did something, they feel a little guilty because they didn’t really do it, they just saw something. It seemed obvious to them after a while. That’s because they were able to connect experiences they’ve had and synthesise new things.’13

So what is James Webb Young’s famous technique? There are three simple stages:


	Gather raw materials – ideally as diverse and interesting provocations as possible. Webb Young cautions that this process can be laborious and unrewarding. He says it is often so dull we try to avoid it: ‘Instead of working systematically at the job of gathering raw material we sit around hoping for inspiration to strike us.’

	Digest the material. Webb Young’s favoured method was to fill in small index cards. ‘What you do is to take the different bits of material which you have gathered and feel them all over, as it were, with the tentacles of the mind. You take one fact, turn it this way and that, look at it in different lights, and feel for the meaning of it. You bring two facts together and see how they fit.’ Pretty soon your mind will become frustrated: ‘You will get very tired of trying to fit your puzzle together.’

	Unconscious processing. ‘In this third stage, you make absolutely no effort of a direct nature. You drop the whole subject and put the problem out of your mind as completely as you can.’ Webb Young even testified to the power of sleep in helping us evolve new ideas. After you’ve put aside the problem, ‘turn to whatever stimulates your imagination and emotions’. Maybe go for a walk, listen to music, watch a film.



Webb Young says that having done the (often frustrating) preparation work, ‘out of nowhere the Idea will appear’. Often the idea will find you when you’re not fully thinking of the challenge in hand. ‘It will come to you when you are least expecting it – while shaving, or bathing, or most often when you are half awake in the morning.’

Whether it is this considered assessment of creating ideas, or the scientific explorations above, there is a common thread. Creative ideas are formed by the collision of two or more ideas – and those collisions tend to become more likely when we have challenges to hand and are distractable. And this is where headphones come in again: having done some seriously productive work with headphones on, we can step into a creative zone precisely through the action of taking them off.

If you want to try the experiment, you’ll probably need to have a team discussion first. Bring some of the evidence and research I’ve just outlined to the table. Explain what Deep Work is and how ideas are formed. And then ask the team to create its own rules of engagement. Maybe there should be a trigger: perhaps you all put a radio show on as background noise at noon to act as the prompt? Maybe you aim to have the first ninety minutes after lunch as the chat time? As the scientific experiments above have shown, a disciplined scheduling of time (to a schedule previously agreed by the team) can often prompt better outcomes than allowing a casual drift each day.

Ben Waber, boss of workplace analytics company Humanyze, points out that some of these daily phases already exist in embryonic form in most offices. ‘Focused work time increases for most of the day, with the exception of times around lunch and right before people leave the office.’ He says that the times he sees conversation in offices is already clustered: ‘From 12 p.m. to 1 p.m. and after 4 p.m. interaction more than triples [in open-plan offices] but there are significant reductions in conversations at other times in the day.’14 A separate study into office interactions has suggested that 2.30 p.m. to 4 p.m. is the noisiest time.15 Afternoons seem to be most prone to chat and conversation. This is something you can build on to create a day that both manages work flow and produces ideas.

And headphones could be your secret weapon.


WHAT YOU CAN DO NEXT:

»  Remember that people tend to have strong views about headphones: they love them or hate them. So before you do anything, discuss your ideas with colleagues. Make sure you know what time they would feel most comfortable allowing headphones in the office.

»  If you use laptops at work, utilise the flexibility they give you to create headphones areas and conversation areas. Some teams choose to put in anchor times when their teams try to gather together to work alongside each other.

»  If you’re one of those people who is unhappy about headphones, make sure you’re not simply being nostalgic about returning to a way of working that is now in the past. Instead figure out how to make today’s office work.



Recharge 4

Eliminate hurry sickness

Next time you use a lift I want you to choose your destination floor and then do nothing. Don’t press ‘close door’. Don’t reach for your phone. Just wait. Wait for the doors to close. I suspect even the thought of doing nothing probably makes you feel uncomfortable. After all, it’s so different from what you normally do. The lift arrives and if the doors don’t immediately swoosh open you hit the button again, just so everyone understands how busy you are right now. Maybe you jiggle the button a little, like playing a PlayStation game, seeing if you can get the whole thing to happen faster.

Someone told me recently about their dad’s strange behaviour when they were a child. He would come home from work and sit in a chair. That was it. No TV, no radio, no book. No attempt to chat to anyone. He just sat. And quietly pondered. I suspect if you’d have asked him what he was thinking about, he would have calmly replied ‘nothing much’. This wasn’t active cognition. This was just calm reflection.

Today, such inactivity would seem ludicrously unproductive. We need to get stuff done, and we accept that in an era of hyperstimulation and intense activity sitting doing nothing seems like a barbarous waste of time. We’ve all got hurry sickness. And it’s not always the end of the world. It means we can get lots of stuff done. There’s a management truism that goes: ‘if you want something done, give it to a busy person’. We believe that action breeds productivity.

Back to the lift. Depending on where you live in the world the close-door button might actually be legally mandated not to work or be triggered to play an audio message but still to close after a preset delay. In many countries the minimum amount of time a door stays open is legally controlled to permit those with wheelchairs and sticks to make their way into the elevator and so doesn’t respond to insistent demands.1 In 2004, the New York Times reported that pedestrian request buttons to cross busy roads in the city weren’t even set up to do anything in peak hours: walkers would see the panels in front of them light up, but this was merely a placebo reward. The finely tuned traffic systems were set up to optimise mass traffic movement, not to respond to hurried pedestrian commuters.2 We’re surrounded with devices lying to us, trying to appease our gnawing need to get something done.

This is hurry sickness in action. One of the consequences of systemic overstimulation in our lives is an uneasy state of restlessness; a continual feeling that we can’t complete everything that we need to. Increased connectivity has created more expectations from us at work. According to the California-based Radicati Group the average person sends and receives almost 130 emails per day.3 Since this figure has been derived from the email habits of 2.8 billion email users worldwide, it is more than likely that the number for Western office workers is close to 200 messages sent and received every day. Then there are meetings. Most firms don’t keep accurate records of the amount of time we surrender to meetings – perhaps out of a sense of embarrassment – but recent surveys suggest that the average British office worker spends sixteen hours a week meeting with colleagues. In the US, one study suggested that managers were spending twenty-three hours a week sitting around meeting tables.4

And it’s not just emails and meetings. The volume of information that each of us now processes is dizzyingly vast. Daniel Levitin, author of The Organized Mind, has argued: ‘In 2011, Americans took in five times as much information every day as they did in 1986 – the equivalent of 175 newspapers. During our leisure time, not counting work, each of us processes 34 gigabytes or 100,000 words every day.’5

The end result of this is that most of us find ourselves in a constant state of worry, never feeling that we’ve got everything done. Our parents’ generation might have felt uneasy if they had a few things on their handwritten To-Do list. Now even the fleeting joy of Inbox Zero is stolen from us by the sense that we have unfulfilled responsibilities elsewhere that we forgot to get back to.

Hurry sickness is a genuine condition, and it’s why those whose job it is to study workplace stress have observed a rise in anxiety levels amongst those who feel the need to be connected all of the time. In the UK work-stress-related illness accounts for half of all time off. The pressures and demands of work are making us ill.6

So what can any of us do to push back against this burning sense of urgency? In my view the first thing is to recognise that constant busyness doesn’t equate with achieving more. ‘We used to have a single weekly meeting,’ a group of highly successful London architects told me. ‘One meeting. It did everything. Then we’d get on with work. Now we have meetings about meetings.’ Their conclusion? ‘As a firm we’re still building the same number of buildings. It’s just a lot more painful to get it done.’

Once you’ve recognised that busyness is not everything, the next step is to calibrate urgency. That familiar acronym ASAP can create an unnecessary level of anxiety in an office. As the founders of software company Basecamp say, ‘ASAP is inflationary … Before you know it, the only way to get anything done is by putting the ASAP sticker on it.’7 On the next occasion you find yourself asking for something urgently you need to ask yourself whether you really do need it ASAP. If you can make some things less urgent, you’re being more honest with yourself and helping to create a better working environment for everyone else.

And on top of that you need to take time to reflect and to do nothing. A moment’s peace and quiet will reduce your stress levels. Moreover, it will boost your creativity. Dr Sandi Mann from the University of Central Lancashire, who has become something of an expert on boredom, champions the notion that we should harness the power of the Default Network that I discussed in Recharge 3. ‘Once you start daydreaming and allow your mind to really wander,’ she says, ‘you start thinking a little bit beyond the conscious, a little bit into the subconscious. This allows different connections to take place. It’s really awesome, actually.’8 In other words, when our brain goes into the Default Mode it starts to connect disparate ideas. It diverts energy from switching between competing urgent demands to wandering in a state of pleasurable dreaminess. For this to happen, though, you genuinely have to surrender to boredom. You can’t play with your phone, or listen to audiobooks – free your mind from stimulation.

If you succumb to hurry sickness, on the other hand, you may find yourself caught in something of a vicious cycle. ‘We find that when people are stressed, they tend to shift their attention more rapidly,’ says Dr Gloria Mark, who has carried out research in this area. And, of course, the more you restlessly shift your attention, the more stressed you become. The long-term effects can be dramatic. Scientists who looked at teenagers who had filled evenings with continuous switching between social interactions and stimulus on their phones found that it had a silent toll on their thinking: ‘Two years down the road, they are less creative and imaginative about their own personal futures and about solving societal problems.’9

So the next time you’re in a lift, press the button and then wait. Those extra few seconds might be your path to a brilliant new idea. The dad sitting in a chair wasn’t doing nothing. He was allowing his mind space to think.


WHAT YOU CAN DO NEXT:

»  Don’t see gaps in your diary (and other people’s diaries) as time when you’re not working. Our best ideas often come when we’re sitting around and our mind is wandering.

»  Try driving with no music on. Showering with no radio. Exercising with no Spotify. See what thoughts fill the space.

»  Allow yourself time to do nothing. Check how you feel afterwards. Do you feel less anxious and stressed?

»  You may find meditation helps you – for some people it pushes away pressing concerns and creates mental space.



Recharge 5

Shorten your work week

It’s hard to imagine any rational person not wanting to listen to him but it is essential that you pay heed to the words of Andy Murray. The tennis legend and greatest living Brit, Murray stumbled upon something that is going to help you think about your work in a different way.

I’ll explain why in a moment, but first it’s worth considering how our working week has mushroomed in recent times. Once upon a time, we finished at the office and went home. Now emails have extended the working day to the train, to the sofa, to the loo. Even when we’re at work, our day is being stretched by the burdens placed on us by what Microsoft researcher Linda Stone has termed ‘continuous partial attention’.1 As we’re presented with such a vast constellation of demands upon our thought, we’re constantly dividing our attention between fresh floods of emails or trying to conduct meetings while keeping an eye on our hand-held devices, preoccupied with something other than what is happening in the moment.

And we blame ourselves for not being able to keep up. The modern way of working has piled unprecedented expectations on us, yet we’ve told ourselves that not coping is our fault. We don’t tap out responses to emails on the train home out of a sense of swottish over-achievement, but out of burning guilt that we’ll be seen as slacking. To make matters worse, experts have sprung up who argue that the secret of success is a series of life hacks that enable us to get more done in much less time. Books and podcasts suggest it’s possible to deliver on the requirements of success with a four-hour work week. It reminds me of the hitchhiker in There’s Something About Mary, whose genius insurgent idea is to outdo the best-selling fitness video Six-Minute Abs by marketing his own, undercutting them by a minute. I should have channelled him and called this book The Three-Hour Work Week. Implicit in these books and podcasts is a clear message that there’s not a problem with work, there’s a problem with you. You need to change your approach to catch up, you dinosaur is the covert meaning.

As Daniel Levitin asserts in The Organized Mind, there’s a limit to what we can do. ‘Our brains are configured to make a certain number of decisions per day,’ he writes, ‘and once we reach that limit, we can’t make any more, regardless of how important they are.’ Read that sentence again and think about what it means for your job. Human cognition is a zero-sum game. We can’t keep working and working and expect that the output will be of high quality.

And if you want proof of Levitin’s assertion it’s worth considering the findings of Kathleen Vohs and her colleagues in a paper they published in the Journal of Personality and Social
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