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WHY DO WE ADMIRE BUSY?

By Kevin E. O’Connor, CSP

Do you find that these days when you ask a friend or colleague how they are, they frequently respond, “Busy, really busy.” Sometimes it is hard to tell if they are exasperated or proud. Our lives are demanding. Could it be that “busy” is the description for many facets of our life?

Do we really admire all of this busy-ness? Busy people? Should we admire them or pity them? Are we the “really” busy ones?

Consider this: Do you want your physician to be “busy” when she sees you? How about your boss during your performance appraisal: Do you want his complete attention or is it okay if he “multi-tasks” in your presence? Or how about when you really want to talk with your own parents and they are… “Busy.”

I wonder if our e-mails, voice mails, and endless to-do lists really deceive us. I’ve heard many men and women literally brag about the 50, 75, 100, and 200 and more e-mails they receive each day. Is this productive or the appearance of productivity? In short, if I can’t be productive, do I settle for being busy, and mostly, responding that “I’ve been really busy.”

I recently surveyed three groups of high level managers with a simple question. “What percent of your meetings are really a total waste of your time?” The majority responded that 40-50% of their meetings were a waste of time; one responded, 20% but then told us he was “new” and only had to attend two meetings per month!

How about you? What has your life been like lately? And who do you feel is in charge of it? I did some research last month, reading, questioning, talking and thinking. Here is what I learned.

1. It is easier to be busy than to be productive. When is the last time a friend or colleague answered “Productive” to your question? There may be a very good reason for that.

2. E-mail is addictive. We say it is good and annoying and too much, but how much time did you spend today staring at your screen? Worse, how many others did you automatically “copy” with everything on your screen?
3. Returning voice mails is an adult form of “tag, you’re it” Do you play the game? Or do you give every voice mail a headline up front, along with a concise, thought-through answer to what they might want next, and the best way to get back to you?

4. The cell phone is most often unnecessary (and usually completely rude) in restaurants; seated next to me in an airline terminal; heavy traffic; in another’s presence, at your child’s school conference; meetings; and in any public washroom. Are any of us so important that we need to be that accessible? And must the rest of us listen to you while you think you are that important? What’s accomplished by speaking so loudly is that those around you feel you don’t need a phone for the person on the other end to hear you.
5. Would any of us fall below an acceptable performance level if we were monitored and judged on productive time vs. busy time? In some organizations, looking and being busy gives you a lot of leeway. The most important thing to explore is how do the two serve us differently? How does it feel when you are just being busy vs. the feeling of being at your productive best?

6. When we are late, regardless of the reason, we are probably kidding ourselves as to the reason. Author Dan Kennedy advises that we should trust only punctual people. We are late because what we were supposed to be on time for was simply not as important as it should have been.
7. The leader’s job is never to look busy, but rather to be inquisitive, interested and competent. In fact, if you have a “busy boss” does that really feel like a good thing?
8. If I can’t connect with you within 24 hours, one of us is way too…Or we think we are.

9. Your quiet time today at work and at home will probably be your most productive time…and truthfully, few of us uses it enough. What if you scheduled some right now? And not a “close the door and work” session, but a “close the door and reflect” session.
10. Don’t kid your self, your family or even your stockholders; you are neither irreplaceable, nor are you so important that life won’t go on without you. What are you racing to do right now to the exclusion of other equally important things had better be important to you, to them, and to the enterprise…or it means very little. The famous paradox of St. Augustine still holds true…What I am doing right now is the most important thing in the world, but should I die momentarily, it’s meaning is nothing. What we all do from time to time is very important…the question is: Is what I am doing now important or is it urgent, addictive and misguided?
In short, am I admiring the busy part of me or the productive part of me? What are we to do? Here is some advice from the experts:

1. Author Dan Kennedy suggests that we link everything we do to our most important goals. What are your 3 or 4 (maximum) goals in your life? If you have to achieve anything with this life you have, what is it to be?

2. Alan Lakein, author of the classic, How To Get Control of Your Time and Your Life,  recommends that we always ask ourselves the golden question: What is the best use of my time right now? Try asking yourself that question often during each day…the answers will be surprising.
3. Physicians have long suggested that we listen to our own natural circadian rhythm: when are we at our natural best? Some of us truly are “morning people;” others really do “wake up after dark.” Rather than trying to fit things and people in to a schedule, how can you build your activities around your own natural best?
4. Last month the Wall Street Journal printed an article asking what keeps CEO’s going around the clock. Some use exercise and coffee. Steve Jobs uses water, and another intimated that he considers sleep a waste of time! Each had found their own way to cope with demanding schedules. What the article did not cover was the way they travel (not coach, I bet); the way their schedule is put together (how many assistants do they have?); the state of their family (do they know when to say when?…and to whom?) The real danger for CEO’s is when they forget their real jobs—developing others.
Kets deVries has written the real job of the leader “…is to get the best out of the people who possess the necessary information.” What keeps you going? What probably should? What do you really want?

5. Write all of your e-mails and letters for reading, not writing. Don’t send important e-mails too quickly. Use the “draft” folder to keep them a while; re-read them, re-work them, re-tool them before they’re sent. Watch the tone, the language. Even when it’s a simple request, stick to your goal for this communication. Consider the reader. Who is she? How will he perceive it? What questions will they have after they have read it?
6. Do the same with your voice mails. Get a spiral notebook and jot down notes to yourself about the voice mails that you send. Don’t just call and talk; be purposeful about your voice communications. Don’t hang up after you have left your message. Listen to your message after you leave it. How do you sound? A little long winded? How many “uhms” and other useless words are in your message? Re-record for most effectiveness. Your are being judged on the way you communicate—verbal, written and non-verbal.
7. Work from less goals rather than more. Don’t confuse goals with your “to-do” list; they are vastly different.
8. How about your personal mission statement? Does your staff know it? Remind yourself early each day what is the very most important part of your vision…task…focus.
9. And what if all this ended today. Who are you without your work? What is currently inside of you that will remain no matter what happens to the market, to your job, to your outside security What can the world never take away from you?
10. R. Buckminster Fuller, the physicist, philosopher and gadfly genius believed what we think about is largely the result of the outside; what others have thought, what we think in combination with that, our perceptions of the world;  But Fuller said, “What we feel—that is our contribution to the universe. It is our unique stamp on the world: coming from our core being.”
Feeling, then takes center stage. Yes we need our intellect—but our uniqueness lies in our ability to feel. Consider any of the great leaders you admire—did they reach greatness only because of what they thought? Or did they reach greatness because they could stamp the situation with great thinking and great feeling?

My question: How do you feel about your world and your work and your life? It may sound trite, but for us, life truly is what we make of it. And it is possible that this is all about time. If we stay busy—we’ll miss it all.
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