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introduction

 

A lot of people are dissatisfied with their work/life balance. They think they spend too much time working, and not enough time enjoying the other things life has to offer. Many want more time with their families. On weekdays they see their kids only during a rushed, busy breakfast time, and then again after work when they snatch some more hurried, tired moments in the window that opens when they get home and closes when the kids go to bed.

And yet while many are dissatisfied, a far smaller number actually do anything to try to change their work/life balance. It is this discrepancy between a seemingly high rate of dissatisfaction and a low rate of action to change things that has motivated the writing of this book. If so many of us feel that our lives are not properly balanced, then why aren’t more of us using our intelligence and imagination—which we employ every day in our jobs to benefit our employers and clients—to improve our own lives?

Some, perhaps, don’t know how to go about altering their work/life balance, or feel that there is actually nothing they can do to change it. Others may suspect that there are changes they can make, but are dragged away from focusing on them by the continual need to cope with whatever crisis each day throws up.

Humans are very good at accepting the status quo, particularly if it is not that unpleasant. If you have a job, a home, enough to eat and drink, and a bit of free time in which to go for a walk, watch a DVD or play with your children, it is tempting to think that you are lucky. And you are. Hundreds of millions of people have it a lot worse. But that’s no reason not to try to make things even better.

 


The one thing worse than being dissatisfied with your work/life balance is to not be dissatisfied with it.



 

Too many people know that their life is unbalanced and that work takes up too much of their time, yet they do nothing to try to change things. They just keep on accepting all of their employers’ demands in obedient silence. If you are one of the obedient majority who goes to work each day and gets home just in time to read your kids a story before they fall asleep, the first thing to do is to get dissatisfied. You are missing out on a lot. You deserve better. Your family deserves more of you. And you deserve more of them. Our lives are finite, and every day is valuable. Every day that you get home from work after your kids have gone to sleep is a day in which you, and they, have missed out on something important.

It’s easy to say to yourself, ‘I have a job, I need a job, and so I have to do everything that my job demands of me.’ But that’s an easy way out. It’s ducking the issue. There are things you can do to reduce the number of hours you work and while some of them involve reducing your income, crucially many do not.

 


There are lots of things most people can do to reduce their work hours that will not result in them earning any less money or doing their jobs any less well.



 

It’s not always simple to grapple with work/life balance issues; it can be awkward to raise them with employers, and tricky to organise your work in a way that gives you more free time. But it’s often not as hard as you think it will be. And it’s worth doing, because if you can make changes that lead you to a more balanced life—one that more closely reflects your ideal mix between work and the rest of your life—then the reward is huge. The reward is a better life.

And if you don’t engage with the issue, what then? If you let things drift because you’re too scared to risk rocking the boat, what will happen? In all likelihood, you will end up being one of the masses of people who, towards the end of their life, regret they didn’t do things a bit differently. If you duck the issue now, then in 20 years’ time you’ll realise that your life’s big mistake was to spend too much time working and that, as a result, you missed out on some of the most important things there are.

The first step is to take on the issue of work/life balance and to work out if yours is as good as it can be. If you find that it is perfect then, great. Congratulations. But you may find that things could benefit from a bit of tinkering.

a definition

What is work/life balance? It’s a measure of how much time you work and how much you have left for other things in your life. One way of measuring it is to simply take the total number of hours you are awake each week, and subtract from it the total number of hours you are working, travelling to or from work, or thinking about work. The smaller the number you have left, the more out of balance your life may be. I say ‘may be’ because there are subjective factors at work too. Some people love their job and would genuinely prefer to be working than doing almost anything else. Others keenly resent the amount of time they feel they have to work.

Assessing your work/life balance involves asking yourself some hard questions. It means working out whether you feel that you are working too much, and if you are, figuring out how you can work less. The aim is to achieve a balanced life, which I define as a life where you have sufficient time to properly engage with, and discover, other things that are important to you outside work. That may be family, it may be golf, it may be gardening, it may be going to the races, or it may be all those things and more.

Of course we all need to earn an income, and that is where the balance comes in. How do we balance the need we have to earn the money required to feed, clothe and buy books for ourselves and our dependants against the desire we have to enjoy life’s other pleasures? By the end of this book, you should be closer to an answer.


part 1  
why you
should
balance your
life


chapter 1  
why
people
don’t
lead
balanced
lives

BEFORE we discuss strategies you can use to rebalance your life, it’s worth trying to work out why people are so quick to notice that their work/life balance is not as they would like it to be, but so slow in acting to try to change it. What holds us back? Lack of motivation? Fear? Insecurity? A sense that there is nothing that can be done?

the whinge/action discrepancy

In most areas of life, once a problem is identified, action is taken to fix it. If you open the fridge and find the ice-cream has melted, you ring the fridge fixer. At work whenever a problem is identified—‘a client says their truckload of widgets didn’t arrive’—steps are immediately taken to rectify it. If you had a sore tooth and the pain was diminishing your quality of life, you would be in the dentist’s waiting room reading last century’s magazines as soon as you could get an appointment. Why, then, do we allow work/life balance problems, which also diminish our quality of life, to persist year after year?

There are many reasons why the idea of addressing work/life balance may not initially be attractive. You may love your job, and enjoy spending lots of time doing it. You may believe that all this talk of work/life balance is all very nice, but you damn well need the money that only working long hours can provide. You may believe that it is impossible to do your job properly unless you work long hours. You may even think that the hours you work are, all things considered, quite reasonable, given that in return you get a decent whack of money.

Let’s deal firstly with some of the perceived obstacles that prevent people from examining and adjusting their work/life balance and how to overcome them. Then we’ll examine the benefits of embarking on an in-depth examination of your circumstances, and discuss how making some changes to your life could actually make it better. After that, we’ll go on to discuss some of the changes you can make that could improve your work/life balance.

obstacles to achieving work/life balance (and how to overcome them)

there’s nothing i can do

One reason many people continue to lead unbalanced lives is that they believe that there is nothing they can do to change their circumstances. They may feel trapped by the demands of their job, or by their employer’s attitude, or by the financial demands on them to support themselves and their family.

If someone says their work hours are out of their control and they are completely unable to do anything, it allows them to take on the longsuffering air of the hard-working martyr and to feel good about themselves for being a noble, self-sacrificing provider. But it’s very rarely the case that things have to be this way. If, for example, you are employed in a factory working fixed-term shifts set by a machine, and you need all the money you earn to support yourself and your family, and it is impossible to find another job with different conditions, then yes, the whole thing may be out of your control. But landscape gardeners, lawyers, doctors, sales executives, plumbers, real estate agents, public servants and IT professionals who say their work hours are completely out of their control are being disingenuous. If you really want to change, there is usually a way. That may sound glib, but later we will look at ways you can introduce work/life balance strategies into even workplaces that look like they have set, rigid conditions. Even if reducing your income is completely non-negotiable, there are still many things you can do to improve your work/life balance.


The idea that there is nothing you can do to change your work/life balance is rarely correct.



it’s not my fault i’m important

Another objection to examining balance is the belief that if you worked fewer hours it would be impossible to do your job properly. Some believe that, given the type of job they have, the number of hours they work is inevitable and unchangeable. They think, ‘Yes, ideally I would like to work fewer hours but because I am a doctor/mechanic/IT person/hang-gliding instructor, unfortunately it’s just not possible. The fact is that in my job, you just have to work a 45-/55-/65-hour week and that, tragically, is just the way the world is.’

Again, there are some jobs for which this is true. If your productivity is fixed by forces outside your control—for example, if you work on a production line where you can only work as fast as the machine lets you, or if your job has fixed-term shifts such as waitressing or nursing—then, yes, it may be difficult to reduce the hours you work and still do the job. All you may be able to do is to drop a shift and consequently reduce your income. Unfortunately for those in this situation the whole work/life balance equation may come down to the fact that you can only work fewer hours if you forgo some income.

However, most jobs are not that rigid. Most jobs give employees some control over their own productivity and enforce less than utterly rigid work hours. If you are in a job where you have some control over your productivity—that is, where if you work more efficiently and intensely you can get more done in an hour than if you slack off and take it easy—and you are not on a rigidly enforced shift system, then there are strategies you can adopt that can improve your work/life balance without affecting your income.

Many people say that their job is a demanding one with many responsibilities and that it would not be possible to do it in less than a nine- or 10-hour day. To deny even the possibility that by becoming more efficient and productive you could get the same amount done in less time (and hence go home earlier) is foolish and usually wrong. When a company calls in management consultants, they conduct a rigorous and thorough examination of the way everything is done, analyse the results and inevitably find ways that things could be done more efficiently. If you can rigorously analyse the way you spend your own work time, it is almost inevitable that you will find ways in which you can do more in less time, and so reduce your work hours without this having any negative effect on your job or income.

There’s a psychological hurdle we need to clear here.

 


Part of the reason we believe that we couldn’t possibly spend less time at work without the whole place falling apart is that we like to feel important.



 

That’s why people ring work when they go on holidays. The idea that we are not indispensable can be horrifying. Well, get used to it. You’re not indispensable. No one is. High-up important people in multi-million-dollar companies sometimes die and when they do, does the company collapse? Almost never. The most powerful person in the world was killed in 1963. Was there chaos? Did America fall apart? No, they calmly installed the vice-president as the new president, and off they went. None of us are as important as we think we are.

There is, luckily, some consolation for this terrifying piece of news. If you do manage to reduce your work hours and reconnect, or improve your connection, with your family and other non-work parts of your life, any feelings of irrelevance you may have felt as a result of accepting that you are not quite as important at work as you thought you were are likely to be more than compensated for in other ways.

show me the money

The next reason people may be reluctant to enthusiastically examine their work/life balance is that while they may believe that talk of work/life balance is all very well, the bottom line is brutally simple: they need the money, and only working long hours can provide it. Part-time work and reducing working hours sounds great, but who can afford it?

There are two responses to this. The first is that there is plenty you can do to improve your work/life balance that does not involve even entertaining the idea of lowering income. There are many strategies I will discuss that do not contemplate the notion of a pay cut, and which you can implement without reducing your potential to achieve future pay rises, or without being perceived by employers as being any less worthy of promotion.

The second response is to ask you to pause for a moment and think about how much money you want, and how much money you actually need. And also to think about how much time you want. Sacrificing some income to gain more free time is an option for some people and not for others. One of the ironies of modern life is that the time at which many people start to really want more free time is when they have children, but this is also often the time when their finances are tightest. Kids bring a sudden increase in expenses. There are more mouths to feed and new parents have often just rented or bought a larger home to fit everyone in. Many have taken on a big mortgage. And at the time they have children most people have not been in the workforce long enough to achieve as much seniority and income as they will have later in their career. The flipside is that when the kids have moved out, 15 or 20 years later (or, increasingly frequently, 25 or 30 years later), the parents may well be earning a lot more, but actually need a lot less. How many empty-nesters going on South Pacific cruises wish that they could trade the money they now have for an extra two hours a day at home with the kids 20 years ago? Perhaps the thought never crosses their minds. Maybe it should.

what does your life cost?

Many people feel they are trapped in a life of long work hours because they require a certain income to meet their expenses. Yet when asked to do some simple trade-offs between expenses and time, they often answer quickly and definitively. Here are some questions you may want to start thinking about.

 

If it meant you could work fewer hours and spend more time with your kids or doing other things would you …

 

[image: Image]   drive a cheaper car?

[image: Image]   go on cheaper holidays?

[image: Image]   spend 10 per cent less on groceries?

[image: Image]   use your car less?

[image: Image]   buy appliances that work but aren’t fancy?

[image: Image]   spend a bit less on going out?

 

The instinctive answer for many is that yes, they would reduce their expenses on non-essentials if it meant they could have more free time. While many people need every cent they earn to get by, others could reduce their expenses by 10 per cent without too much pain. It’s worth having a think about which category you are in, and whether your income really is completely non-negotiable.

 

whatever you say, guv’nor

Some are reluctant to examine their work/life balance because they think the hours they work are, all things considered, quite reasonable, given that in return they get the key that opens almost all doors, money. Employees feel a lot of guilt. We feel guilty if we go home leaving something unfinished, guilty if we go outside and walk around the block for 10 minutes to get some fresh air after two hours of solid work, guilty when there is work that needs to be done by Monday and we ignore it over the weekend and go on a picnic with our family. Get over it. Service is a noble thing and providing good service to an employer can be very satisfying. But if the cost of providing it is that you do not have enough time for yourself, your family or other things that are important to you, then your life is unbalanced.

 


If you are serious about adjusting your work/life balance you need to get over the serf mentality.



 

Serfs had virtually no bargaining power and if they didn’t accept what their landlord demanded of them, they were cactus. You are not a serf. You are not beholden to one employer, your fate does not rest in their hands, and you do not need to accept whatever they demand of you. You are a valuable member of the workforce who could at any moment decide to take their labour elsewhere. Employers have always desperately needed good workers. Without them their businesses will fail. At present there is still relatively low unemployment and, in many areas, a shortage of skilled labour. Both factors improve the bargaining position of employees. You do not need to offer an employer everything you have in order to get and hold a decent job and generate an income. You simply need to efficiently complete various tasks. You do not owe them your life. And you do not need to apologise for having one.

 


Employees often feel a disproportionate sense of obligation to their employers.



 

They are so grateful that they were given a job, taught how to do it properly and then, every few years, given a promotion that they make the mistake of thinking that these things happened because their employer wanted to be nice to them. Their employer may well have wanted to be nice to them, but that is not why these things happen. The main reason that recruitment, training and promotion happen is not to benefit the employee. It is to benefit the employer. If an employer takes a punt on someone and gives them a big promotion and a lot of seniority quickly, it is because they think the person has skills that will benefit the company and help it to make a profit.

If you want to tackle your work/life balance, you have to stop thinking about what you owe your employer, and start thinking about what you owe yourself and your family. And you have to start negotiating with your employer as an equal, not as a serf.

it’s the twenty-first century, stupid

Most employees underestimate their negotiating power. At some deep level most of us believe that we are lucky to have a job, that we are easily replaceable and that we need our employers more than they need us. Accordingly, we feel that if we were to be so presumptuous as to ask for working conditions that suited us better it would be seen as ingratitude.

In the old days the choice was simple. You either worked as much as you were told to, or you got sacked and you and your family starved. Now the world has changed. Technology allows us to work at home, on the bus or even at the beach, and employers are beginning to understand that concepts like ‘part-time work’ and ‘flexible working hours’ are not inherently evil but are things they must understand and embrace if they want to maximise the benefit they get from their most precious resource, their people.

They also understand that the days of employees signing up with a company at age 20 and retiring 45 years later with a gold watch are gone. The workforce is more fluid, and people are more willing to change jobs, even careers. As a result, if an employer finds someone they want to keep, they can no longer just assume that as long as they keep paying the person, the person will want to stay. Employers know that their most valuable resource is not their technology or the client base or their assets, but their people. It is people who run the technology, deal with the clients and utilise the assets. It is people who are responsible for doing the thing that every organisation needs more than anything else—the thinking. Employers need employees to come up with new ideas, to think of better ways of running the business, to innovate, and to use their intellect, energy, charm, intelligence and other skills to make their business work.

 


There are now more opportunities and more technological aids that can help us to balance our lives than there have ever been before.



 

No longer are the dice loaded in the favour of employers. You have something that your employer wants, and that thing is you. More and more employers are realising that they have to move away from the traditional ‘this is the job, take it or leave it’ approach to a more flexible model where, in order to find and keep employees, they need to listen to what they want and be more responsive to their needs.

I’m not saying that the corporate world has gone all touchy feely. It is still motivated by what corporations have always been motivated by: the desire to maximise profit. But often a win-win solution is possible. When business is slow, employers may be more willing to allow an employee to reduce their working hours. They may even encourage it. For example, some firms get through tough economic times without redundancies by getting employees to work less than a 10-day fortnight. Then, when business picks up, employees may find that the demand for their skills, and therefore their bargaining power, has increased, allowing them to negotiate conditions that will help them achieve a good work/life balance. Ultimately, regardless of economic circumstance, employers need good employees.

procrastination

Some people think that, in theory, the idea of rebalancing their life is a good one, but they are not quite sure how to go about it. As a result, they may put the problem aside, or consign it to the ‘do later’ pile where it may languish for years or even decades, along with fixing the laundry cupboard and sorting out the superannuation. Or they may not act to rectify a work/life balance problem because they don’t give it enough priority. We spend our lives prioritising. ‘I’d love to sit on the couch, but it is more important to make dinner’, ‘I want to keep reading this book, but I need to go to sleep.’ Every day, every hour, we mentally prioritise many different things. We do the task we have identified as the most important first, then work our way down the list until the point when another event intervenes and brings in new priorities. For example, on the train to work I want to look at the people, read the paper, read my book, and think about what I am going to say in a meeting this morning. I prioritise preparing for the meeting as number 1, reading the paper as 2, reading my book as 3 and looking at the people as 4. I start mentally preparing for the meeting and just as I finish and am about to turn to priority 2 the train arrives at my stop. Now there is a new priority number 1. Get off the train. The newspaper must wait.

Work/life balance is a bit like the newspaper. It’s always being relegated to priority number 2 by something more urgent and seemingly more important. But the longer you put off trying to improve it, the more likely you are to regret it later on.

 


Many people say the most important thing in their life is spending time with their family and that they would love to be able to get home a couple of hours earlier during the working week. But if that really was their number one priority, they would put a lot more energy into trying to make it happen.



 

Work/life balance is not some small or peripheral issue. It’s about your life and how you live it. How are you going to feel if in the afterlife, or at your exit interview, or whatever it is, the person/angel/evolved thingy says, ‘Listen, I don’t want to make you feel bad, what with you just having died and all, but you know all that complaining you did between the ages of 30 and 55 about working too many hours and not seeing enough of your family? Well, if you had really wanted to change it, if you had really tried, you could have.’

work is da bomb

Some people love their jobs, some people hate their jobs, and the rest are somewhere in between. Except for those who don’t have jobs. Some of them want jobs, and envy those who have one, even those who have one and hate it. Others don’t have a job and don’t want one. People in this final category sound like they should be the most content, yet strangely they rarely are, perhaps because much of their life involves an elaborate game of cat and mouse with various government bodies who want them to get a job so that they can stop paying them benefits.

If you love your job and enjoy spending lots of time doing it, congratulations. You are lucky. However, it’s no reason to allow your life to become unbalanced.

 


Whatever your emotional relationship with your work is, you also have an emotional relationship with the rest of your life.



 

It is quite possible to have a positive healthy relationship with your work, and to couple it with a positive and healthy attitude to the other parts of your life. But it is also possible for a love of work to jealously intrude into other areas of life, and to eventually undermine and erode your relationship with them. If too much time is spent working, there are simply not enough hours left to have healthy relationships with family, friends and even self.

It’s not just the number of hours one spends physically at work that is the issue. Anyone who has a job that involves thinking, challenges or responsibility will almost inevitably find that in addition to the hours they actually spend at work, they will spend additional time thinking about work. The more challenging the job, the harder it is to leave it behind when you go home. It follows you. There’s always something to think about, something to worry about. All that additional time you spend thinking about your job outside work hours is time you are emotionally absent from the rest of your life. There’s not much point going on a picnic with your family if your brain is miles away, trying to work out a way to fix a problem at work.

If you think work can fulfil all your needs, you are wrong. A life full of work, even richly satisfying and vastly important work, is incomplete. If you do not allow yourself the time to explore the other riches life can offer then I believe it is inevitable that you will stagnate. You will become one-dimensional. You may well become a brilliantly skilled and successful lawyer or archaeologist or jeweller or builder, and you may continue to enjoy your job, but the rest of your life—hobbies and interests, exercise, peace of mind, and relationships with people, art, nature and self—will suffer. You will be like a body builder who only does the bench press. One part becomes incredibly well developed, but the other, ignored parts remain feeble. The overall effect is a body, or a life, that is out of proportion.

Those who rely on work for all their life’s challenges are putting all their eggs in one basket. What happens when after 10 years of loving being an archaeologist, water diviner, physiotherapist, executive, mechanic or architect and allowing other parts of your life to stagnate, you gradually realise that you aren’t finding your job as stimulating or exciting as you used to? This is common. When I worked as a stand-up comedian every gig that went well was immensely satisfying. It felt great. But the twentieth time it went well wasn’t quite as satisfying as the first time it went well, and the hundred and fiftieth wasn’t as good as the hundredth. When I started doing stand-up comedy I knew for a fact that I had found my life’s passion, and it was all I ever wanted to do. Ten years later, it was still a great job, but I wanted to do other things.

The law of diminishing marginal utility states that when you find something you like, such as hard-centred chocolates, you will enjoy the first chocolate more than you enjoy the second, the second more than you enjoy the third, and so on until at some point you want to stop eating them. Each subsequent chocolate creates less satisfaction than the preceding one. This explains why a second helping of anything is never quite as good as the first, why you enjoy going to the movies more when you only do it occasionally and why people who live at a beach paradise are blasé about it, while those on holidays at the same place wander around with mouths gaping open.

The implication of the law is that even if you have found a job you love and feel totally fine about working long hours and allowing your life to become unbalanced, at some point the amount you love your job is likely to diminish. The excitement and novelty will wear off. And when that day comes, if you have allowed other parts of your life to wither away, what then?

A related point is that anything done to excess is unhealthy. Overdoing even healthy things like exercise can be bad. Run a bit—good; run a fair bit—probably still good; but if you start to get obsessive about it then not only might you develop shin splints, blistered toes, knee sprains and mystery viruses, but the range of things you think about will narrow. Forget music, gardening and sex, all your poor brain will care about is where you will go on your next run, which bits of your last run you ran fast and which bits you ran slow, and what sort of running shoes, knee braces and mystery virus pills you’re going to buy next. You will become a bore.

The same applies for work. Our minds focus on what we do, and if what you do most is work, then that is where most of your thoughts will be. When you talk to others you will want to talk about what is uppermost in your mind—work—and you may feel disconnected from others (apart from those you work with) because there is not much conversational common ground.

‘i could give up anytime’

One of the reasons people become workaholics is that they get addicted to the feelings of mastery they get from being good at their job. Most people who enjoy their jobs are reasonably good at them. It’s hard to imagine loving work if you are hopeless at it. When we do something that we are good at, whether it’s raking the leaves, making banana pancakes, closing a deal, selling a car or writing a report, we feel a sense of satisfaction and achievement. We feel competent and important. It’s as if we matter.

A viscous cycle can then occur. A person who is working long hours in a job they like feels more of a sense of competence and mastery at work, and less of it elsewhere. Being human, they crave those feelings of importance and want to get more of them. So they spend more time working. The more they work, the more disconnected they get from their relationships with their family and friends and from other things that they do. The more disconnected they get, the harder it is to attain those feelings of satisfaction and mastery (that are so available to them at work) from the non-work parts of their life. At work they feel important; elsewhere they feel out of place and awkward. If a person sees that their family has apparently survived quite well without them in the 12 hours they have been at work, and that when they are around things are a little stilted, before too long a part of them will want to go back into the environment where they feel competent and at ease.

Work becomes a safety zone, a world that is understood and controlled. It has challenges that make the adrenalin pump, deadlines to be met and goals to be achieved. Each extra year of experience provides more confidence that those challenges can be met. None of this is inherently bad. In fact finding a job that provides ongoing challenges, excitement, satisfaction and mastery is fantastic. It only becomes dangerous when those satisfactions tempt us to ignore other, equally or more valuable things in our lives.

Relationships are not like riding a bike. You don’t just pick them up and off you go. They are more like being a concert pianist. Constant attention is needed, otherwise you get rusty.

 


Those with unbalanced lives are often ill-equipped to diagnose themselves.



 

Over-specialisation in anything, including work, can promote a narrow view of the world. Objectively speaking, it is fairly obvious that someone who spends over half of their waking hours doing one particular thing is not leading a balanced life. They might be leading a life that has many positives, but balance is not one of them. If someone played chess for over half their waking hours, most would agree that they should perhaps branch out and see what else life had to offer. Draughts, for example. Unless they don’t sleep much, anyone who works 60 hours a week—that is, five 12-hour days—spends over half their waking hours working, getting ready for work, and travelling to and from work. Now for many it may seem financially necessary to work that much but it is still a life that lacks balance.

weird is normal

No matter how unbalanced a life objectively is, after a while the person leading it becomes habituated to it. Do anything for long enough and it becomes normal. Surely it is strange to wake up in Sydney, be over 1000 kilometres away in Brisbane by morning tea time, and then return to Sydney by lunch. Yet that is what thousands of people who work on aeroplanes do, with variations, each day. Weird! And I didn’t even mention that they spend most of that time nine kilometres above sea level! But do they think their job is strange? Maybe on day 1 they do, but by day 63 it’s completely normal. However weird ‘normal’ is, after a while the weirdness is dulled by repetition, and it simply becomes ‘what we do’.

Thus, those who see their children for an hour in the morning and an hour at night—if they are lucky—sooner or later come to think of it as normal. This is the way the world is. Consciously or subconsciously they come to believe that because that is the way things are, then that is the way that they have to be. They don’t get angry about the time they are expected to spend working, it doesn’t make them as sad as it could, or perhaps should, and as a result, they don’t do anything about it. They accept it. And so it goes on.

Because of our inherent resistance to and fear of change, if life is set up in a way that is comfortable and, compared to the millions of others whose life is a constant struggle for survival, overall pretty good, the temptation is to count our blessings, be grateful we are not starving and accept the status quo. It sounds noble but it’s not. It’s stupid. While it is certainly a good thing for us to count our blessings and reflect on how lucky we are, there is no reason why that should stop us from trying to make our lives better. We all deserve the best life we can get, and if I get to the end of mine and realise that I didn’t try hard enough to make it as good as it could possibly be, I’m going to feel a bit silly, and a bit sad.

If you have a reasonably comfy life where you can afford ice-cream, DVDs and scooters for the kids, congratulations. But perhaps there’s a way of keeping all that stuff and also getting to see the kids ride their scooters every afternoon.


chapter 2  
‘let’s go
bowling!’–
the creeping
growth
of the
workplace

why workplaces want more than work

ANOTHER reason people may be reluctant to address their work/life balance is that they fear if they raise these issues with their employer they will be perceived as not being serious about their career. This fear can be exacerbated by the fact that what workplaces want has changed dramatically. In the old days when a ditch had to be dug, everyone knew that no one actually liked digging ditches, but it had to be done, so what are you going to do? Pick up your shovel and dig. You didn’t have to pretend you were enjoying it. In fact, if you looked like you were enjoying it, you would probably be declared a witch.

Nowadays workplaces put so much emphasis on morale and a positive attitude and everyone being part of one big happy family that to ask for something completely reasonable like fewer or more flexible working hours can make you feel as if you are walking around with the words ‘I have no ambition and I want my career to stagnate and die’ written on your forehead.

 


Many workplaces now offer activities that are in direct competition with those that traditional family and social life offers.



 

There are work drinks, work barbecues, work breakfasts, work lunches, work dinners, work dragon boat racing, work golf, work sports teams and work sports days. Meanwhile endless seminars, conferences, team-building exercises, retreats and meetings endeavour to reinforce the idea that work requires not just your presence and diligent attention to the task at hand, but also your enthusiasm, passion, and complete and total commitment. It’s easy to get so caught up in all this ‘we’re all just one big happy family’ malarkey that you can actually forget that your real family are those waiting longer and longer, later and later, for you to get home at night.

there’s no such thing as a free bowling night

Over the last few decades employers have increasingly fostered the idea of the workplace as a ‘family’, a place that isn’t there just to purchase your labour, but which can also meet many of your social and emotional needs. It can offer you support, friendship, social occasions, meals and touch football. All these things are sensibly designed by employers to encourage a sense of teamwork and shared purpose among workers, and to give people a good time. But they also serve to underline the fundamental centrality of the workplace to a person’s life, and to signal to employees that many of the fundamental needs the family has traditionally fulfilled—social interaction, support, fun, kicking the footy around, sharing a meal—are also available at work. Why go all the way home for dinner when you can go up to the firm’s gymnasium, get some exercise, have a free dinner from the microwave or canteen, chat with the other ‘team players’ who are also working late, and then bang out a couple more hours’ work before returning home exhausted, useful only for sleep?

This, of course, isn’t every job, but it is a lot of jobs. Workplaces are diversifying in what they offer. In the old days they offered work. That was pretty much it. Now it’s work plus frills, trimmings and bowling nights. There are more and more activities and, as a result, more and more pressure on employees to show they are ‘team players’ and ‘totally committed’ by participating in them. Well sorry, but I don’t want to go bowling. I want to go to work, do my job and then I want to go home.

Just as there is no such thing as a free lunch, there is no such thing as a free work bowling night. Work-based activities may appear to be free, but you end up paying for all the soccer games, after-work drinks and wine and cheese nights by being expected to meet enhanced employer expectations. In the old days, they just wanted you to turn up, do a decent job then go home. Now, in return for all the extras, employers don’t just expect you to turn up and do the job, but to turn up bursting with enthusiasm, passion, commitment and a desire to bust a gut to surpass your targets. And that means staying late and working weekends when it’s busy.

In such circumstances it’s understandable that people are wary of raising work/life balance issues with an employer, fearing that it will be noted that they are a person who does not have the right attitude, and that they will be gently, or not so gently, steered away from the action into a career backwater.

Many want to rebalance their life, but they think any attempt to do so will mark them out. They are nervous about the cost of departing from what appears to be the workplace cultural norm: someone who is keen, enthusiastic, committed and willing to make whatever sacrifices are necessary to do their job as well as it can possibly be done. So in this book I will try to put those fears into perspective and explain how you can achieve a more balanced life without being labelled as someone who isn’t really interested in their career.

it’s not about the bowling

There is no doubt that many employers put a lot of effort into trying to create a culture of teamwork, commitment and Sunday barbecues. But all the extracurricular activities they offer are a means to an end. What employers ultimately want are motivated, efficient people who do their job well, and extracurricular activities and team-building workshops are simply a means to try to ensure that’s what they get. What has always been, and will always be, of fundamental importance to employers is the quality of an employee’s work. They want you to be good at your job and to do good work far more than they want you to join the touch football team or go to Friday evening drinks. In fact, the touch football team and the Friday night drinks are often only there because they believe that in some way it will help to create a workforce that does good work.

So when you start to think about work/life balance, don’t be mentally roadblocked by the idea that you need to pay homage to all the cultural team-building norms and attend all of the Thursday night activities. You don’t. If you want to get serious about addressing your work/life balance you need to focus on the main game: the work you do. If you work hard while you are at work, and do a good job, you will make yourself valuable to your employer. And being perceived by your employer as a valuable employee is important, because it increases your bargaining power. If you focus on becoming an efficient and good worker it should allow you to bypass all that other team-building stuff and insulate you from any criticism you may attract for doing so.


chapter 3  
the
benefits
of
balance

regrets

MANY people get to their end of their lives and have regrets. Many have regrets involving their personal relationships: ‘I wish I’d spent more time with Dad/Sonya/Uncle Bill’ or ‘I wish I’d got to know Trevor better.’ Many regret not having tried more things: ‘Why didn’t I ever go hang-gliding?’, ‘Shouldn’t I have travelled more?’ or ‘Why didn’t I have more of a go at painting/writing/dancing?’ Very few people regret not spending more time at work. Have you ever heard a senior say, ‘You know, I really wish I’d spent more hours at the office while the kids were growing up’?

Picture yourself at 80 (or if you are already 80, picture yourself at 90). What can you imagine regretting? Take some time and imagine what you will be thinking about when you are old if your life keeps going on its present trajectory. Do some daydreaming, anticipate the regrets you will have then snap out of it, wake up and do something to prevent them occurring. If you anticipate regrets you can head them off at the pass.

When people work hard they often jokingly allude to the fact that they don’t have a life. It’s not quite true. They do have a life, but it’s one dominated by work, and the reason that they make the joke is because they recognise that life has much more to offer that they are missing out on. When you work long hours a very large part of your life becomes work. It becomes central to your existence, time-consuming and—seemingly—very important. The more you work, the more your self-esteem and sense of who you are become dependent upon your work. You become a bee. For a bee, I’m guessing the hive is all-important. Like people who work too many hours, bees hardly ever go outside, and when they do it’s just to look for food. No sightseeing, no sitting on a leaf feeling the breeze flutter in their antennae. They see a very small part of the world, but they act as if it is the whole world.

 


If you spend a lot of time working, it’s easy to lose perspective and to measure your success and self-worth purely based on what happens at work.



 

Things like your boss’s mood, a deadline for a client or the breakage of a photocopier take on monumental significance. You lose perspective.

At work we become set in our habits. Each day contains tasks and often a crisis, and by the end of the day something important has been achieved. The crisis may change—Monday the boss is in a bad mood, Tuesday there is a deadline for a client and Wednesday the photocopier breaks—but the pattern is the same. All our thoughts are taken up by coping with the tasks and the crises until that becomes our normal way of thinking. At the end of the day we collapse, drink alcohol and watch TV to block it all out. There is often no time or energy left to sit back and ask the big questions like, ‘What am I going to regret when I am old?’ It’s like being surrounded by trees but not having the time or energy to ask yourself, ‘Do I really want to live in a forest?’

As we rush from day to day, endlessly repeating variations of the same routine, it’s no wonder that it gets harder and harder to envisage a different life. Occasionally you may have a week off and towards the end of it glimpse a different way of looking at things, a different way of living, but then all too soon it’s over, and before you know it you’re back at work dealing with that difficult client again. The more we repeat the same behaviours—get up, go to work, etc—the harder it is to think creatively about alternate ways of life that may exist. And so years pass.

a world full of choices

Every now and then we think, ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful to laze away on a tropical island? Maybe I’ll buy a lotto ticket.’ But rarely do we engage with the issue in a rigorous and disciplined way. What we should do is, firstly, dream and imagine the sort of life we really want. Then we should bring in some reality and work out how close to that ideal we think we can get. Finally, we need to form a clear and strategic plan that will take us from where we are now to where we want to be.

 


There are other ways of living life and they are achievable.



 

Many of us feel our choices are limited, but in fact every day we make choices. We choose to get out of bed and go to work. We choose what time we get to work, we choose what time we leave, we choose what we do while we are there. Of course these things don’t always feel like choices. Often it feels like we are following orders. But they are choices. If you decide tomorrow not to go to work, then nothing can make you go. If you decide to leave two hours early, then that is what will happen. There may well be consequences, but it’s important we remind ourselves that we are responsible for what we do. We make the decisions. We spend so much time disempowering ourselves by thinking and acting as if our employer controls us—we call ourselves ‘wage slaves’, we say we ‘have’ to do some work—that an important first step in reclaiming control of your life and how much of it you devote to work is to remind yourself that you do have power over what you do.

When thinking about why it might be important to rebalance your life you should first open yourself to the idea that change is possible, and that the patterns you live your life within now—even if they are not unpleasant—may be able to be changed to make your life better. Don’t sell yourself short, don’t accept that a pretty good life is good enough. It’s worthwhile exploring the possibility of rebalancing because it may start you on a path that will lead to a better life.

 


The most important reason to examine your work/life balance and see if you can improve it is that you deserve the best life you can get.



 

And no one is going to give it to you, except you. You need to create it yourself, and open yourself up to the riches that having more time can give you.

What are those riches? Abseiling, reading, painting, listening to or making music, sitting outside at night, bushwalking, swimming, walking, watching TV, listening to the radio, going to the movies, cooking, gardening, fishing, yoga, aerobics, tennis and touch football are some. Social activities and spending time with friends are others; outings and adventures are more. And of course there’s the big one, spending time with family.

The gains of having even just a bit more time can be great. One less hour of work each day, for example, can give you the time to change an unbalanced, tightly focused life into one with room for regular exercise and hobbies.

Or it can give you one more hour every day with your kids. Given how much time the average family with working parents spends together each weekday, one extra hour can make a big difference. And that hour doesn’t have to be ‘for’ anything. Simply hanging out and seeing what the family dynamic throws up is enough. There are riches there, and you access them simply by being around. And the opposite is true, too. You can’t access them if you are not around.

When looking at making changes to your work/life balance, the biggest mistake you can make is to think there are only two categories of people—those who work and those who don’t—and that if you are in the first category you have to work as much as your employer wants you to. Work now covers a huge range of conditions, practices and durations. Your job does not need to be exactly what, up until now, everyone has thought of it as being. For example, a job that has been traditionally thought to require five days in the office from 8.30 a.m. to 6 p.m. may be able to be done in lots of different ways. It may be able to be done more efficiently so that you can get the same amount of work done, but arrive half an hour later and leave an hour earlier each day. Perhaps some of the work can be done at home, or on the way to and from work. You may be able to work in the office three days a week and at home two days. You won’t know what may be possible until you open your mind and have a good long think about it. And when you do, make sure you bring an open mind, have as many options as possible on the table, and only take any one of those options off the table when you are convinced it is not viable. The important thing is to keep your mind flexible and not to accept that, just because this is the way that things have been done in the past, this is the only way of doing them.

but what if i get bored?

If you work a lot, the idea of working less might seem like paradise. But if you are lucky (or clever) enough to earn money doing something you find challenging, stimulating and/or creative, you may think that reducing the number of hours you work will inevitably lead to a reduction in the amount of challenge, stimulation and creativity in your life. Perhaps you will open up a big void in your life. Say what you like about work, at least it makes us feel important. If you do a job and at the end of the day that job is done, then you leave work secure in the knowledge that, in some way, you matter. Without you that sink would still be leaking, or that guy would still have a sore shoulder, or all those emails you spent the day answering would still be lying lonely and ignored in your inbox. And without work, hell, what would you do all day?

There are other challenges out there.

 


Whatever job you do, however varied it is, at best represents a narrow slice of human experience.



 

Even if you were the president of the United States of America and experiencing a wide range of things (visiting foreign countries, telling people what to do, hiding from potential security threats, having people ask you to do something for them, etc) they would be far outnumbered by the things you would not be experiencing (cooking, opening your own door, enjoying solitude, driving a car, talking to someone without them being overwhelmed, etc). If you do anything a lot it inevitably means you are missing out on lots of other things.

And that makes you boring. Show me someone who does one thing all the time and—no matter how interesting that one thing may be—I’ll show you someone I don’t want to be trapped talking to at a party. Even if they were the world’s greatest surfer, rock star, astronaut or despot, overspecialisation does not a good conversationalist make.

Many people start thinking more about work/life balance once they have children. They know exactly what they want more time for; it’s to wipe up baby poo, play peek-a-boo and try to explain why a ‘chair’ is called a ‘chair’. But that doesn’t mean that children are the only reason to start thinking about adjusting your work/life balance. In the mid 1990s when I was working as a criminal lawyer, I reduced my workdays from five to three, and then to two, because I wanted more time to devote to stand-up comedy. There are all sorts of things you could do with a bit more time. If the fact that you are good at your job makes you feel good about yourself, great. But isn’t it time to spread your wings a bit? What’s the one thing you’ve always wanted to do but haven’t got around to doing yet? If you say ‘nothing’, you’re not even trying. Is it painting, writing, learning how to play the guitar, building something in the shed? What do you love doing but never have time for? Bushwalking, reading, going to the beach?

All those activities and more are potentially available if you balance your life. However, it is safe to say that the most common reason people want to reduce their working hours is to spend more time with their family, so let’s concentrate on that for a while. In fact, let’s talk about me.

me

Before I got interested in the whole balance thing I worked long hours at lots of different jobs. At first I was simultaneously (but not literally at the same time) a criminal lawyer and a stand-up comedian. Then I did a lot of corporate entertainment, wrote for radio and television, and hosted a radio show and several different television shows. I found each job engaging, challenging, stimulating and creative. At any one time I had several of them on the go, and I’d juggle time to fit everything in. My work gave me all sorts of intellectual, emotional and creative challenges. I couldn’t think of any other job I’d trade for any of the ones I was doing. It was an unbalanced life, I worked a lot of the time but I liked it and, because I always had several different jobs, it felt balanced. Not work/life balanced, more work/work balanced. Early in my career if I had a bad day as a lawyer, I could make up for it at night by doing a good comedy gig. Later on, if I felt stale on radio, I could re-energise myself by doing TV, or vice versa.

I had two justifications for working lots. I’d always found performing a buzz, so why would I ever say no to a live gig or a chance to perform on TV or radio? The more the better, right? Secondly, I thought the media and entertainment industry was so insecure and fickle that it made sense to take as much work as I could get while it was on offer because, I figured, there would be plenty of time to be unemployed later on, when it all dried up.

But the real reason I worked so hard was that my sense of who I was came from my work. Finding the right job—actually jobs—had been the turning point in my life. My first job out of university had been as a corporate lawyer. I didn’t really know why; it just seemed to happen. From the first day I knew it was the wrong job for me. I had no interest in the complex legal disputes and transactions I was working on. The thing that really rankled was that I’d had choices. I had got high enough HSC marks to pick virtually any university course I wanted, and my university results were good enough to give me a shot at any law job I could think of. But at every juncture I had played it safe and gone with the flow. I had been too scared to do anything out of the ordinary and so had condemned myself, I thought, to a career I found boring. It was a depressing realisation, but at least it motivated me to show a bit more initiative. I moved to criminal law—which I found fascinating—and pursued stand-up comedy, a new hobby, with more vigour.

The move from having one job I didn’t like to having two that I did (and which other people thought were cool, an added bonus) had a big effect on me. I became happier, but there were deeper changes too. I felt like I was doing what I was supposed to be doing and that made me more confident, gave me a stronger sense of who I was, and increased my self-esteem. Eventually I came to feel sure and satisfied with my place in the world.

I write all this to make the point that I was a person who relied on my work not only for a great deal of satisfaction and stimulation, but also for a sense of identity. The fact I was a stand-up comedian and a criminal lawyer, and then a radio and TV broadcaster, was central to my idea of who I was. In fact I thought that I had only really woken up and begun to live properly since I had taken control of my career.

My sense of self was so caught up in my work that you would think that if I were to reduce the amount of work I did it would bring about a corresponding reduction in satisfaction and stimulation, and even a reappraisal of my idea of who I was; in short, a void would be created.

When we had our first child something shifted. Of course things change when you become a parent. I started to think there was too much work in my life. I wanted to be at home more. I still loved the challenges work presented. There was nothing I wanted to stop doing; I just wanted work to take up less time. But I didn’t want to lose any of the interesting, challenging or creative bits. I wanted to put my entire working life into the photocopier and press the ‘reduce to 66%’ button. I wanted to make some room.

Gradually I did. I made some changes and reduced my work hours enough to rebalance things. I tried to think about work less when I wasn’t doing it, and to form a view of myself independent of my professional roles. And did reducing the emphasis and importance I placed on work make my life any less challenging, exciting, interesting or creative? The answer is no. In fact, it hasn’t even made my career less challenging, exciting, interesting or creative. And my life is far more challenging, exciting, interesting and creative. Why? Because all the challenges that work provided still exist, and they are now supplemented by the most challenging thing I have done in the last few years: parenting. In the last few years the things I have learnt most from have been parenting things; the things I have enjoyed most have been parenting things; and the things that have given me the most satisfaction have been parenting things. If I hadn’t made room for those challenges, enjoyments and satisfactions by reducing my working hours, I would have missed out.

I used to think of myself as a comedian or a broadcaster, and a lot of my self-esteem was tied up in that. If I got a bad review or the ratings of a show I was fronting went down, I felt hurt and rejected. ‘You don’t love me,’ my poor little ego screamed to the world. Now I care just as much about the work that I do but I am less fragile about it. My self-esteem comes from other places as well. My eggs aren’t all in the same basket anymore.

 


If you are someone who works a lot, and enjoys it, your life may be good. But maybe it could be even better.



 

Since I started grappling with work/life balance my life has become heaps better. It’s more varied, it’s more fulfilling and I’m happier.

the kids

When you are about to have your first child everyone tells you things about being a parent, especially other parents. They hardly ever say things like, ‘It’s wonderful’ or ‘It’s the most magnificent thing. I love it.’ Instead they warn, ‘Say goodbye to your social life’ or ‘Better see a few movies before the baby comes, because they’ll be the last ones you see for the next few years’, or ‘Goodbye life.’ Even parents who clearly find parenthood enriching, life-enhancing and wonderful say that. Why? It’s because we feel awkward with the mushy stuff. Most of us are emotionally inhibited. Parents hardly ever talk about how much their children have added to their lives, and how much they love them. Instead they take on these long-suffering, put-upon personas. ‘For months he’s been demanding a scooter, then as soon as I get him one, he wants a cricket bat,’ they say with a rueful shrug. ‘What can you do? This is just my lot.’ This ‘woe is me’ attitude is so prevalent it’s become a social convention and as a result more and more people start to take it on. It’s become normal.

Why are people so reluctant to express the joy parenthood brings into their lives? It partly stems from the desire to be modest. It’s crass to jump up and down going ‘I’ve got a new speed boat! It goes so fast! It’s the best!’ Similarly, we think it must also be crass to tell the world how much our kids mean to us. We downplay our joy to avoid boasting. Fair enough. But when assessing how balanced our life is, and when trying to design a better, more balanced life, we need to be totally open and honest about what we think is important and what we think isn’t, and about how we want to spend our precious time.

 


If you are honest in assessing how important your family is to you, then other decisions become much easier.



 

For example, if you conclude that spending as much time as possible with your children when they are young is your number 1 priority, then suddenly the question changes from ‘Should I rebalance my life?’ to ‘How can I rebalance my life to give me that time?’ If you conclude that you are happy enough seeing them briefly at either end of every weekday, then you don’t need to rebalance.

Everything in life trades off against something else. Kids work out whether they want a Paddle Pop or three chocolate frogs, 18-year-olds trade off studying when they finish school against getting a job and, now that I’m middle-aged, I trade off the fun of playing touch football today against the pain of feeling so sore I can hardly work tomorrow. A big part of life is about working out what the most important things are to you, and then working out how to get them. If you think spending more time with your family is important, then the next thing to do is work out what you can trade to get more of it.

acquiring skills

There are several reasons why you should consider trying to work less if you have kids, especially young ones. One is this. I have spent (so far) 18 years in the workforce acquiring the skills I need to be good at my various jobs. For example, as a criminal lawyer I learnt how to speak with anxious clients charged with criminal offences, and I learnt how to advocate for their interests in court. As a comedian I tried to learn how to write and deliver jokes. When I was on radio I tried to learn how to talk naturally to people in an unnatural environment.

Most of the things I learnt were skills that don’t have much of an impact on who I was outside work. For example, I am now quite good at talking to people on radio, but that’s not something that I ever do outside work. I have learnt how to articulate the interests of those charged with criminal offences, but I have never done much of that outside work, either. It was as if I was collecting a bag full of skills, each of which I would put away when I left work, and pick up again when I returned.

Parenting is different. I have learnt things from parenting that are much more than a collection of skills. They are things that make me feel as if I am learning more about myself, and which prompt me to try to become a better person. I have learnt what my failings are, and I have realised that it is no longer good enough to excuse them by glibly saying that they are just a part of who I am. For example, I have realised I lack patience, and the experience of parenting has given me many opportunities to improve on that failing. I am still not a patient person, but I am more patient than I was six years ago.

The non-work part is now the most challenging part of my life because it is not just challenging me to master certain skills, it is challenging me to muster the courage and the will to improve myself as a person. It is challenging me to become more like the person I want to be. What greater and potentially more satisfying enterprise is there than that (apart from rescuing people who are being swept away in a flood, obviously)?

who do you want to be?

One of the disconnects of modern life (in fact probably of life at any time) is that many of the modes of behaviour we have to take on to succeed at work do not serve us well outside work.

 


The qualities that make us good workers don’t always make us good people.



 

Nowadays, in many workplaces, it pays to be efficient, unemotional, concise, decisive, determined and a tough negotiator. Having a big ego and being ruthless, selfish, strategic and manipulative can also help. Many of those qualities have their place outside work, especially when you’re trying to buy a house, but they are not what I look for in a friend.

What are the qualities you most admire? What qualities do you think are most important for a person to have? What qualities would you like to develop in yourself? Once you have worked that out, ask yourself if those qualities are the same as the ones you need to be good at your job. Is there much overlap? How many are the same? How many are total opposites?

I’m not suggesting that work turns you into a monster, just that you should think about what sort of a person you want to be, and also think about what sort of a person you are spending much of the week trying to be.

People say a big part of life is what you make of yourself. Often they mean it figuratively, that you measure yourself by what you have achieved in your career. ‘That guy started out as coal-miner, now he runs the company. Look what he’s made of himself.’ I think life is about what you, literally, make of yourself. Life is about what sort of person you make yourself into, about how you develop as a person. It’s about becoming the best person you can be. And spending more time bringing up your kids—if you are honest and committed to it—can help you develop into a person with a lot of fine qualities.

personal growth via nappies

Spending more time with your kids encourages you to become less selfish, because you are always doing things for them. It makes you more creative, because you have to think up ways to amuse them, and because you get to go with them on some of their wild flights of imaginative fancy. Keeping kids amused can require a great deal of creativity, and so can going with the games they initiate. It is creativity at its most basic and powerful: taking a stick and with it creating a story and a game that goes for half an hour. It might be tiring, but if you get into it, it’s not boring. It only gets boring when you zone out. And like most things, the more you do it, the better you get at it.

 


Spending more time with your kids can also teach you about that thing people keep saying is the real meaning of life—love.



 

Love is like playing squash or cooking a casserole. You don’t go into a kitchen and find out whether or not you have an innate ability to make a casserole. You have to learn. You get better at it by putting in time and effort. You improve by practising.

Spending more time with your kids encourages you to be kind, understanding and empathetic. Does your job encourage you to be any of those? Some jobs do, some don’t, but if you keep returning to that list of qualities you would ideally like to have, I suspect you will find that spending more time with your family encourages the development of many of the qualities on your list. It also encourages you to try to be wise. You are continually confronted by dilemmas that force you to ask yourself the ultimate ethical question: ‘What is the right thing to do here?’

‘Dad, can I have some chocolate?’ and ‘Why do I have to have a bath?’ may be simple questions that every parent—regardless of whether their life is balanced or not—has to answer, but the answers you give are important. To answer each question properly you have to assess the age, maturity and development of the child. How complicated an answer can they handle? Should you simply lay down a rule, or try to explain why the rule exists? If a child is asking for something, you have to weigh up whether this is a time to draw a line in the sand (‘No, you can’t have any chocolate. I know we just had Easter and Easter is a special time when we are allowed to eat chocolate, but now it’s over’) or to bend. How many lines in the sand each day versus how much bending? How do you work it out? Like most things, you work it out by doing it, and the more you do it, the better you get at it. You can read all the parenting books you like, but you still need to put in the hours.

a very important job

If you think that by reducing your work time you may miss feelings of mastery and achievement, believe me, they are also available at home. When your child has a difficult question or a problem they are grappling with, or needs to learn how to ride a bike or to stop using a whingey voice every time they want something, it can be incredibly satisfying if you are able to effectively help them. And, in my opinion, the better you know them, and the more time you have spent being a part of their lives, the better you are able to help them. It’s not just satisfying from a selfless point of view, either. When I get it right, I feel all the pride of a job well done that I feel after I do a good radio show or stand-up comedy gig. More, really, because it’s more important.

Giving a good presentation at work is satisfying because you have mastered a challenging task. Getting better at communicating with your child is satisfying for the same reason but it’s also satisfying because you are forging an incredibly important relationship that will, hopefully, last your entire life, and because you are becoming the best possible parent you can be.

People sometimes wonder whether what they do at work is important. ‘Does it really matter that I exceeded my quota of peanut exports this week? Did it make the world a better place?’ There are many jobs that are creatively challenging and intellectually stimulating, but don’t really benefit the world.

I’m not the first to say that with kids there is no such thing as quality time, there’s only time. To build a relationship you need to do all the everyday stuff and all the mundane stuff. You need to listen to them asking and wondering and whingeing and griping, and by doing that not only will you find moments of insight, wonder and joy, but you will also create the foundations upon which the relationship will build for decades to come. The relationship grows out of the sharing of time. Good times, bad times, indifferent times. The most important thing is that there is time—and plenty of it.

 

Quality time doesn’t exist, it’s all quantity.

 

Consider the benefits to your family of rebalancing your life. It seems every month there’s a new study about the benefits and detriments of kids spending more or less time in daycare, and it’s not my intention to quote any of them. Instead, let me ask you this: if you are a parent with goodwill in your heart who has the intention of treating your children as well as you can, do you think that spending more time with them will be anything other than beneficial for them and for you?

If you think you are an irretrievably bad parent and a bad person, and the less the kids see of you the better it will be for them, then yes, by all means stay away. But if that’s not you, then surely one of the most valuable things you can give your children is your time. A lot of the parenting of young children these days is outsourced to daycare centres, babysitters and nannies. I understand why this happens. People aren’t joking when they say they need to work hard to earn money to pay the mortgage or rent, but it is at least worth considering the benefits for yourself and for your kids of working less, and exploring ways in which you might be able to make it happen.

health advantages

Rebalancing your life is also, generally, good for your physical health. I say generally because there are some jobs where you could argue that the more you do them, the better it is for your physical health—if, for example, you are a zookeeper or a gardener or even perhaps a builder. Having said that, doing anything too much (apart from breathing) isn’t good. Repetition of almost any kind can cause strain. Gardeners get bad backs, builders get sore shoulders and bad backs, and zookeepers can get bitten by a tiger. If you have an office job, then the physical benefits of spending less time sitting inside in front of a computer with artificial light and air are obvious.

Leading a more balanced life can also be good for your mental health. Regularly spending long hours working away from your family and often under pressure can build up stress. It can lead to a decrease in the amount of pleasure you get from life. And if those long hours adversely affect your relationships with your friends and family, that may also have a negative impact on your mental health.

If you are able to reduce your work hours you may be able to take more time to create a healthier lifestyle for yourself—to eat better and exercise more. When you go to work early and come home late, it can be hard to find enough time and energy to take care of yourself.

motivation

There are lots of advantages that a balanced life can bring, but none of them will be available unless you take the initiative and make something happen. At work many challenges are thrust upon people. They are pushed into new situations they did not seek, often with positive results. But no one will thrust a work/life balance strategy on you. If you want it to happen, you have to actively pursue it. You have to dream about what you want with a soft head, and then screw on your hard head and get strategic about how to go about making it happen.

 


The first step is to stop thinking of your work conditions as being things that are prescribed by your employer. Start thinking of them as things that are mutually agreed between two consenting parties, you and them.



 

Many people feel that their work conditions are a given, that they have no control over them. This book will discuss how you can take more control of your work conditions, and hence your life. And how you can try to live your life more like the way you want to live it.

When we sell our labour we naturally cede some control over our time, but sometimes we give away more control than we need to. If you are smart you can get some control back.

Let’s think about redefining our relationship with work. Rather than seeing it as an absolute despot whose commands you must always obey, let’s start to view it as something you need, but which also needs you. Work is not your ruler. You are in a partnership with it and the conditions under which you work need to suit not only your employer, but you as well. Stop treating work as an immovable object.

You may also want to consider what you really think about the traditional views of ambition and career. ‘Work hard, make some sacrifices and one day you will get to the top’ is the conventional wisdom, but it is important to think hard about exactly what sacrifices are required and what their cost is. Many who have followed that conventional wisdom have later lamented the fact that they missed out on many of the other things life offers.

It can be wonderful to feel like you are a part of an organisation where you matter, and where you are paid to do a job that is often stimulating, challenging, creative and rewarding, but that is not all life has to offer. What you give to your employer is your time, and time is the most precious thing we have. Time is what people regret not having more of when they grow old. Time with family, time exploring new horizons.

 


Value your time. Start treating it like gold, because if you don’t then one day you will wish you had. And it will be too late.



 

Right now, it’s not too late. Start asking yourself the big questions like, ‘What sort of a person do I want to be?’ and ‘What sort of a life do I want to lead?’
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HOW do you go about changing your work/life balance? Most of us are far better at solving problems that occur at work than we are at sorting out the way we live our lives. We put enormous effort into clawing our way up the greasy career pole, but far less into ensuring that we create an existence that we actually enjoy. We conscientiously apply our energy and intellect day after day for the benefit of our employers, but when it comes to sorting out our own lives, we get all lazy and stupid. We put off grappling with work/life balance issues and we get scared of making a fuss. Through inaction the status quo continues.

The first, and often the hardest, step towards change is to get motivated. Once you have done that, then all you need do is work out exactly what you want, plan how to get it and implement a strategy to ensure it happens.

So, what do you want? You may think the answer is obvious. You want to work less. If that’s as definite as you can get, that’s okay, but see if you can be more specific. For example, if what you really want is to see your kids more during the week, then working fewer working hours may be one way to achieve this. But another way may be to work the same amount of hours but to rearrange them so that, for example, you leave work earlier, and then do some work at home after the kids go to bed. If you want to drop your kids off at school three days a week, then your aim may be to change your working conditions so that three times a week you don’t need to get to work until 9.30 a.m.

 


The more specific you can be in outlining what you want, the easier it will be to make it happen.



 

And the first step towards working out where you want to be is to work out exactly where you are. It’s time to do an audit, to identify exactly what you are presently doing with your time, and identify areas where you could become more efficient. To work out how to use time more efficiently, we need to find out where it is being wasted.

an example

Nick has a busy job and describes his working week as ‘rushed’. He leaves for work each day at 7.30 a.m. and returns at 6.30 p.m. When he gets home he helps get the kids ready for bed, reads them a story, says goodnight, then has dinner, watches TV with his wife, then reads a book and goes to sleep about 11 p.m. He says he wishes he had more time at home during the week after work. After a quick audit he is surprised to discover that from Monday to Friday he has a total of 22.5 hours at home after work (being 4.5 hours from 6.30 to 11 each weeknight). He didn’t realise it was that much. He is also surprised to find that he spends 11 of those hours watching TV, an activity he regards as unimportant, and less than four of them with his kids. He realises that what he wants isn’t actually more time at home after work; it’s more time at home after work before his kids go to bed.

 

The solution becomes obvious. Nick will try to find ways of bringing work home and doing it in these wasted 11 hours of TV time. If he does that, he should be able to leave work earlier and spend more time in the early evening with his kids. The only loser is Dancing with the Stars; it now has one less viewer.

 

An audit will let you know exactly what’s going on in your life. You probably have an idea how much you work, but get precise. For a week or two keep a note of what time you leave home, what time you get to work. Note how long you break for lunch and what other breaks you have, and what time you leave work and when you get home. And jot down exactly how much work you do at home.

Then get more detailed. Say you are at work from 8.30 a.m. to 6 p.m. How much of that time are you actually working? How much time do you spend browsing the newspapers and the internet? How much time on the phone on non-work calls? How much time with non-essential emails? How much time chatting to colleagues, gazing out the window (or at the wall) and walking the corridors? If you work at various places, how much time do you spend travelling?

Next time you have a specific task you need to complete, count how many times you are interrupted—by other people, by phone calls, and most commonly, by yourself and your short attention span. Try to work out at what times you are at your most, and least, productive. How many meetings do you go to? How many hours (or does it feel like years?) a week do you spend in meetings? How much of that time is productive?

Now do a similar audit at home. If you have kids, how much time do you spend with them a week? What are you doing in that time? What are the other things you do when you are away from work? How long do you spend on housework, cooking, keeping fit, hobbies, reading and the ultimate time-killer, television? How much work do you do at home? And how much time do you spend thinking or worrying about work at home?

Okay, you’re done with the maths, now start asking yourself the hard questions.

 


	At home and at work, what things do you most enjoy? And most dislike?

	What are you like with your kids? Creative, inspired, funny, wise, grumpy, boring, bored, short-tempered? The answer is probably all of them at times, but can you draw any general conclusions about your behaviour? If you are busy and/or stressed at work, what effect does this have on you at home?

	Are you a better parent when you are there for small doses of time, or for big chunks of time?

	What are the things you find most satisfying?

	What do you find most stressful? And most relaxing?

	What are the most important things?

	What do you want to be doing more of? And less of?



 

Try to be as specific as possible. It’s all very well to say you want to work less, but what specifically do you want the time for? Do you want to spend it with your children? Your partner? Friends? Alone? Painting? Gardening? The more accurate you can be in modelling what you want your life to look like, the easier it will be to put it into practice.

 


Don’t feel you need to have worthy goals. There is nothing wrong with simply wanting an extra five hours a week to do nothing other than sit quietly and have a rest.



 

If you take some time and do the audit, then you will have what the scientists call data, and with it you will be in a good position to analyse where your life is at, and how you might improve it.

When you are working out what you want, the most important thing is to not get too practical and sensible too soon. You can do that later, but first allow yourself to be idealistic. Focus on what you want, not on what you think you can get. Don’t censor yourself or refuse to even entertain certain thoughts because they seem impractical. For example, if it is becoming clear to you that what you ideally want is to work a four-day week, don’t stamp on the idea by telling yourself that there is no way your employer would let you do it, or that it would be impossible to survive on four-fifths of your income. There will be plenty of time for that sort of practical analysis later on. First, let yourself dream a little.

The worst thing you can do to any idea is to apply rigorous critical analysis before it is fully formed. Anyone can pull apart a concept in its infancy. ‘The aeroplane? Ha! Nice try but how are you going to get something that heavy up in the sky?’ ‘The telephone? Yeah, sure. You really think you’re going to be able to speak into something and someone miles away will hear you?’ The world is full of people doing things that initially seemed ridiculous, so just for the moment focus on honestly assessing what you want and suspend any sort of analysis. Try to arrive at some sort of model for what you would like your life to look like. When that is done you can set out and try to get things as close to that model as you can.

There are two types of strategies you can implement to improve your work/life balance. The first assumes your income is non-negotiable—that is, that you do not want to, or are unable to, entertain any idea that could result in your income decreasing. The second type assumes that income may be, to some extent, negotiable. Let’s look first at ways of improving your work/life balance that do not involve any reduction in income.
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increasing your productivity

THE most obvious and accessible way most of us can reduce our work hours is to increase our productivity. That is, to do the same amount of work in less time. Almost everyone can, if they set their mind to it, do a lot more with the same amount of time.

Productivity increases are usually publicly discussed purely as something that, if achieved, will allow companies to increase output and employees to negotiate higher wages. That is, if productivity goes up and more widgets are produced each day, the company’s profit will increase and the workers can justifiably claim they deserve a pay rise. Perhaps it is the obsession with economic growth that causes us to overlook the flipside of productivity. If you work a 10-hour day and you are able to become 10 per cent more productive, then one thing you could do is to get 10 per cent more work done in each 10-hour day. But the other option (and this is the one that everyone overlooks) is that you could do the same amount of work that used to take you 10 hours in about nine hours.

If you work a 50-hour week, and what you are aiming for is to get home an hour earlier each day, all you need to do is to lift your productivity by 10 per cent. And in many jobs, that is not difficult.

Before we look at how to do it, a word about a much misused phrase—‘working hard’. We tend to describe anyone who works long hours as someone who is ‘working hard’. In fact, what they are doing is ‘working long’. Whether you are working hard or not is not about how many hours you spend at work. It’s about how intensely you work and how productive you are.

‘working hard’ versus ‘working long’

Angela is at work for seven hours a day, 35 hours a week, and during that time she works really hard. She focuses on what she is doing, concentrates for long periods of time and doesn’t take long tea and gossip breaks. Don is at work for 10 hours each day, 50 hours a week, but he is unfocused, only concentrates for short periods of time and takes frequent and long tea and gossip breaks. And, because he works long hours, he is more prone to fatigue, which further decreases his productivity. As a result, on average Don only gets two-thirds as much work done as Angela each hour.

 

If Don gets an average of two units of work done each hour, and Angela an average of three units of work done each hour, then in each seven-hour day Angela will get 21 units of work done, and in each 10-hour day Don will achieve 20 units. Angela works three hours less each day, 15 hours less each week, but actually does more work.

 

Workplaces are meant to be smart places, but some pretty dumb things happen there. One widespread belief embedded deep into many workplace cultures is that whoever is at work the longest is the person who is doing the most work. That Don is a harder and better worker than Angela. The amount of work you do is not determined purely by the number of hours you spend at work. It is determined by the number of hours you spend at work multiplied by the amount of work you do each hour. There are two variables, not one.

You are not paid just to be there. You are paid to get things done. And if you can get them done quicker, then you can go home earlier.

 


If you work harder, then you won’t have to work as long.



 

If you want to adjust your work/life balance, don’t confuse the number of hours you work with the amount of work you do. As we have seen, one person can do more work in 35 hours per week than another can do in a 50-hour week. Whoever works the longest in your organisation is not necessarily the person who does the most work. It all depends on productivity.

From the day we started to do tasks at school (‘read to the end of the page’, ‘complete the 10 sums on the blackboard’, ‘go and have your lunch’) it was clear that it takes different people different amounts of time to do the same thing. Strangely, however, the assumption often made in the workplace is that every lawyer, plumber, sound recordist and mechanic consistently works at exactly the same rate; that their productivity is the same at all times; and often, that their productivity is exactly the same as every other person doing the same job. For example, two plumbers may be paid the same amount per hour. But one will be able to fix your kitchen sink faster than the other.

In many jobs there are specific things that you can do to increase your productivity. But not in all jobs. If you are a self-employed wood-chopper, then talking about productivity makes sense. If you get a better axe, concentrate more and take fewer breaks, you’ll chop more wood in less time and then you can either go home earlier or work the same number of hours and make more money. But if you’re a bus driver, forget it. You’re trapped by the timetable. You can’t increase productivity. Which is good, because I don’t particularly like the idea of bus drivers hooning around their route at 80 kilometres an hour so they can go home early.

Some jobs allow you to get more done in less time, and some don’t. There are two questions to ask. Firstly, is it possible for me to increase my productivity at work? Unless you work on a production line where your productivity is determined by a machine, then usually the answer to this question is yes. The second, and vital question is: if I do increase my productivity, will I be able to work fewer hours? If you are a nurse, shop assistant, miner or waiter, or have any other job where you are rostered on for specific shifts, then the answer to the first question may be yes, but the answer to the second is probably no. So while increasing productivity can be a doorway to improved work/life balance in many jobs, it is certainly not for all.

However, most people in office jobs, and many in non-office jobs, as well as virtually everyone who is self-employed, have a degree of autonomy in deciding when they get to work and when they leave. Their employers are more concerned about whether or not the work gets done than they are about what time employees arrive and leave. Anyone in this category can improve their work/life balance by increasing their productivity. Work harder, get the same amount of work done in less time, and so work fewer hours. If you knuckle down, spend less time stuffing about and more time actually working, then before you know it you’ll be doing nine hours’ work in seven hours.

The logic, the maths and the economics of this strategy are impregnable, and yet people still have one common objection to it—their workplace culture. Specifically, that part of it that creates a sense that it is mandatory for everyone to be at work from some time in the morning until some time in the evening (for example, 8.30 a.m. to 6 p.m.) regardless of whether they actually need to be there or not. Sometimes, of course, you might need to be at work at 8.30 a.m. and sometimes you might need to be there at 6 p.m. That’s fine. But many employees feel a pressure to conform to their perception of what is expected of them. They feel they should stay in the office until 6 p.m., even though the only work they are going to be doing is stuff that they can quite easily leave until tomorrow, or take home and do after the kids have gone to bed.

 


There is no point in increasing your productivity and putting yourself in a position where you are able to leave early if you are going to feel too uncomfortable to actually do it.



how to leave work early without feeling guilty

What employers want is for their employees to do their job properly. Remember, ultimately they will judge you on the quality and quantity of your work, not on the amount of time you spent working.

If you get to work, put your head down and go, go, go, while others are making cups of tea, having a chat and doing their footy tips, to the extent that you have done what you know is a full day’s work by 4 p.m., you are not letting anyone down by walking out the door. And yet when you first do it, you will probably feel as if you are doing something wrong. You will probably sneak, rather than walk, out. The reason you will feel bad isn’t because you are doing anything wrong or letting your employer or anyone else down. It’s because you are human. It’s because you are breaking the pattern and doing something different from everyone else. It is because you are smart, and smart can be lonely.

It’s natural to feel like you owe your employer (even though you have already given them a full day’s work) and that you are letting your colleagues down by leaving early (even though you aren’t). If you have been more productive than your coworkers, if you have had your head down and been working damn hard while they have been gossiping about how silly the new stationery looks, or how unfair it is that Smithers got that promotion and they didn’t, or whatever the latest twists of Dancing with the Stars have been, then you haven’t been letting them down. They have made a choice to stuff around and to spread their work over a longer period, and you have made a choice to do your work as efficiently as possible and then to get out of there. As long as you are doing your job properly you don’t have to apologise to anyone, co-workers or employers. In fact, the boss should be docking the pay of all the others to cover the cost of the extra electricity, water and coffee they use in those wasted hours they stand round chattering.

Don’t feel guilty. You will think that everyone is sitting in their offices staring at you as you leave and thinking ‘what a slacker’, and that as soon as you are gone they will emerge and feast on your absence until your ears burn off your head. They won’t. They’ve got better things to do. No one thinks about you as much as you do. We all scrutinise our own actions, but everyone else’s are a blip on the radar.

If you are concerned about what your co-workers will think, then head any gossip off at the pass by subtly letting people know what you are doing, emphasising the methods you are employing to get more done in less time, and why you are doing it. Then everyone will know what you are doing, and will think how noble you are to be depriving yourself of the joys of office gossip and multiple tea breaks so you can spend more time with your family.

Whether you should discuss your intentions about leaving early with your employer depends on the circumstances. We’ll discuss that later, on pages 126–127.

It takes a bit of courage to do things your own way, but fortify yourself with two thoughts. Firstly, you are not letting anyone down. You are only leaving because you have already done the work that you have been employed to deliver. And secondly, if you were to go back into your office and stay there until 6 p.m. after everyone else has gone home, while your family shares the news of the day and the bustle of the afternoon without you, who would you be letting down then?


It’s not that hard to make yourself more productive. Simple things work.



These are some things you can do to increase your productivity at work.

head down

Start walking into work with a new attitude. You are there to do a job, you want to do it well, but you also want to do it as efficiently and quickly as possible because there are other equally or more important things in your life you also want to do. Remember the reason, whatever it is, that you wanted to rebalance your life, and remember that every minute you are at work but are not working is a minute you could have spent elsewhere. Use this as motivation to work hard. Simply having this attitude can add extra purpose and energy to everything you do at work. The fact that you have in your mind the reason you want to rebalance your life acts as a constant motivator. Virtually every minute at work a potential distraction arises—the internet, a phone call, chatting with other people, getting another cup of tea, allowing a meeting to drift into a quasi-social catch-up. Remembering why you want to get your work done as quickly as possible gives you focus.

 


In an hour of work you can achieve a lot or a little. It all depends on how focused, motivated and uninterrupted you are.



 

We are creatures of habit and many of us are in the habit of working for 10 minutes and then stopping for five. Or working for 20 minutes and then stopping for six. These habits rarely arise because we have an innate inability to concentrate for longer than 10 or 20 minutes. They are just habits. We know this because when the pressure is on, and a deadline looms, we become capable of concentrating for much longer periods.

If you want to get more done in less time, start to increase the amount of time you work before you take a break. Just as you can’t run a marathon without having trained over gradually increasing distances, it is also unrealistic to expect your concentration span to miraculously triple overnight. But if you work at slowly increasing the amount of time you can work without having a break, you should have some success. Set goals. After you have a break, challenge yourself to work without distraction for five minutes longer than you normally do. In a couple of days increase the time a bit more. The more you do it, the easier it becomes. Like most things you improve with practice.

When you do have breaks, how long are they? Ever noticed how a five-minute break can easily turn into a 15-minute break? Work out how long you really need to effectively refresh yourself and have the discipline to return to work after that period.

 


Remember the opportunity cost. Every minute you spend not working at work is a minute you could be elsewhere. If you are going to have some leisure time, why not spend it with your family, not at work?



 

Are your breaks effective? If you work at a computer, spending 10 minutes looking up international news websites is not an effective break. It won’t refresh you. The reason you need a break is because you are tired of doing the same thing. To make the break effective you need to do something as different as possible from what you have been doing. If you have been physically active, sit down. If you have been sitting down, then you need to stand up and walk around. Ideally go outside and walk around the block. It won’t take any longer than making a cup of tea and chatting for a few minutes, and the fresh air and exercise will help you to work productively when you return. If you are stationary when you are working, make sure you move, move, move every time you have a break. Get your heart pumping, stretch your legs, suck in some fresh air.

If your work mixes different types of tasks then you can use one as a break from the other. This is especially effective if your job mixes tasks that require mental activity with those that require physical activity. Do some head work, then refresh your brain with some body work. Or have a break from writing a report by making some phone calls. Use your mobile phone and go for a walk, either outside or around the office, while you make them. If you are a tradesperson, when you have a break from the physical part of your job, knock off a few business calls.

Try to arrange your work so that you can regularly swap to different parts of it. When you feel yourself getting tired doing one thing, switch to something as different as possible. Go from doing something alone, quiet and stationary to something that involves movement and interaction with others. When you need a break from sitting down, get up and do a task that requires you to go somewhere else.

Of course sometimes you need a real break. You just need to stop working completely. When you need to do this, do it. But make sure you give yourself what you need. If you need fresh air, get some. If you need to stretch your legs, do it. If you need some peace and quiet, find somewhere you can get it. If you need a proper break, turn your mobile phone off. If you make your breaks effective, you will be able to return to work refreshed sooner.

everyone needs lunch

You gotta eat. If you have an office job it is, of course, possible to have a sandwich while you keep working, but beware of false efficiencies. If you consistently do that, you may find your concentration dies by mid-afternoon. I don’t think you need an hour for lunch to have an effective break, but I do think office workers need to get up, go outside and walk around, and ideally eat lunch sitting in a park. It refreshes both body and mind. This may just be me, but I work better if I have lunch alone. If I spend lunchtime talking, by the time I get back to work I want a rest. I know it sounds like I’m an antisocial bugger, but the focus of my midday break is to get myself into a position where I can return to efficient and productive work as quickly as possible and that means getting some exercise, eating, and resting my brain and mouth.

If you do physical work, then at lunch you need to rest your body. But perhaps exercising your mind will provide a good break. Read a book or the paper, or do the crossword. But don’t do it sitting in the car. A lot of tradespeople have lunch sitting in their car. Most of us spend enough time cooped up in our car without doing more of it in our leisure time. Unless it’s pouring with rain or freezing cold, find somewhere you can stretch out and sit on the grass. Almost everywhere has a park within three minutes’ drive.

If you work in an office it’s really tempting to have a culinary adventure at lunch. A ham and salad sandwich seems so boring compared to an exotic Indian rogan josh or three dishes and rice for $8.90 from the Thai place. If you overfill yourself you’ll get heavy, tired and stupid in the afternoon. We often get sleepy after lunch anyway, so don’t make the problem worse by filling yourself up with heavy food. It feels good to eat it, but you don’t need it.

Healthy snacks in the morning and afternoon are important. Fruit and nuts are fantastic. They are full of energy and good for you. Chocolate gives you energy too, but only in the short term, and if you rely on unhealthy food for a boost, eventually it will probably catch up with you.

At the risk of sounding like a complete wowser, if you really want to get productive at work, I suggest you give up caffeine. It’s true that caffeine gives you a burst of energy, but there’s no such thing as a free lunch. For every up, there’s a down. I’m no nutritionist but when I drink coffee I feel a rush of energy after I have it, but that is eventually followed by a tired, slow period. When I give up caffeine, my energy is more sustained and consistent throughout the day. I find I can work longer and better without it. Everyone is different, of course, but just try it. Giving up caffeine hurts for a couple of days, but get through the pain barrier and then see whether you think you work better with it or without it.

There are other advantages of giving up caffeine. You save time and money. You are no longer a slave to the cafés, and don’t have to line up to get your dose of caffeine several times a day. If you buy three cups of coffee a day, you are probably wasting close to half an hour going to get it, waiting for it to be made and then coming back. Buy a box of herbal tea bags and just add hot water.

do everything a bit quicker

You can increase your productivity by increasing the speed at which you work. I don’t mean that you should rush through things and do shoddy work. But our work speed is variable, and we rarely hit top pace. Have you noticed that whenever there is a deadline, you always get the thing done moments before it expires? And haven’t you had the strong suspicion that even if you had an extra hour, or day, or even week, you would still have been working right up to the last possible second? Parkinson’s Law states that ‘work expands so as to fill the time available for its completion’ and I think it’s pretty right. When I worked on radio, I had a non-negotiable deadline every evening. At 6.59 p.m. I had to start talking, and I had to be ready to go until 10 p.m. In the six years I did that shift the earliest I got in was midday, the latest was 6.15 p.m. Regardless of the time I arrived, every night I would finish preparing for the show at 6.54 p.m., leaving just enough time to grab a cup of tea, walk into the studio and get set up. And every night for six years at about 6.45 p.m. I’d think, ‘Damn, I’ve stuffed it tonight, I’ve miscalculated, I haven’t left myself enough time’, and then I’d put my head down and, sure enough, at 6.54 p.m. it would all be done.

 


None of us work at full capacity all day, every day. We often work at a speed a long way below what we are capable of.



 

We dawdle along thinking, ‘I have to be here from 8.30 to 5.30 anyway. What’s the point of rushing?’ Change your attitude. Get your work done quickly, then leave. Try to be aware of when your pace slows, and then make a conscious effort to increase your intensity. Remind yourself of why you want to work hard—so you can work fewer hours. If you work like you are in a hurry then not only will you get more done, you will also find that the hours rush by.

self-imposed deadlines

Start imposing deadlines on yourself. Challenge yourself to get something done by 10.30 a.m., and then something else by midday. Don’t drive yourself into the ground or stress yourself out, but make your deadlines a little bit sooner than you think you can comfortably manage.

 

Evaluate your progress. Did you meet your deadlines? Could you have perhaps done the task in even less time? Or was the process so rushed that it became unpleasant? The aim is to create enough pressure to bring out the best in you, but not to stress you out.

 

be less friendly

A lot of time at work is spent not working, and one of the main ways people avoid work is by chatting to each other. Have a think about how much time you spend each day talking with your co-workers about the footy, or your kids, or what you did on the weekend. It’s a nice thing to do, it’s polite, and sometimes it’s even interesting—but it means that you have to stay at work longer. If you reduce the amount of chat you have with those at work, your productivity will increase and you will be able to go home earlier. I don’t mean you should be curt and completely unfriendly, just that you should remember that you are there to do your job as quickly as you can and that every minute you spend talking about non-work things is a minute more you have to spend at work, and a minute less you have to spend with your family. I really like the people I work with, but I like my family more and I would much prefer to spend time with my kids rather than at work talking about my kids.

Being less friendly won’t make you less popular. Actually, it will probably make you more popular. People who are always available for a chat eventually get taken for granted. They spend their social capital recklessly and rapidly expose so much of their very nice personality that soon their mystery has gone. Yes, people will still wander into their office when they are bored and need a break, but they will do it without excitement, with the same indifference that you might flick on the television on a lonely Thursday night.

If you are less friendly at work, you will make yourself more of a scarce commodity and hence more interesting. It’s supply and demand. Supply less of yourself, and the demand will skyrocket. Suddenly you’ll be an enigma. People will wonder where you are always rushing off to, and be envious of your devotion to getting the hell out of there. Heck, they’ll think, she must have a life!

Most importantly you will save heaps of time. Being friendly is all very well; I’m in favour of it generally, but not if it results in my workday being extended. It might take a bit of willpower at first, but just politely move out of conversations back to whatever you were doing. It’s not like you don’t have an excuse. You are, after all, at work. Of course, if you have a job that you can do just as well while having a chat, go for it; talk all day.

You’ll find that once you start being less forthcoming, it’ll get easier. Time wasters will seek you out less. If you make an effort to work harder, people will generally respect it and let you be.

working while you commute

Many of us spend lots of time travelling to and from work. Most of it is unproductive. We may do things to fill in the time, like listening to the radio while driving or reading the paper on the train, but they are usually not the things we would most like to be doing. We would prefer to be at home, or at work. Commuting is a necessary hassle. It is a dull but unavoidable double daily journey. It’s time to change your thinking. One way you can increase your productivity is to start thinking of your workday as beginning the moment you leave home, and continuing right up until you return.

 


Start thinking about ways you can maximise your productivity not only while you are at work, but also during the time you are travelling to and from work.



 

Don’t see travel as dead time; bring it to life. If you are able to get work done while commuting, it means you need to spend less time at work.

If you drive to work you can’t really reply to emails on the way, but if you get a headset or loudspeaker that allows you to legally use your phone, you can make telephone calls. Imagine two scenarios. One, you have a half-hour phone conversation starting at 5 p.m., then leave work at 5.30 p.m. and get home at 6 p.m. Two, you leave work at 5 p.m., take the phone call on your legally set up phone in the car and get home at 5.30 p.m., just as you finish the phone call. In scenario two you have done exactly the same amount of work, but you arrive home half an hour earlier.

You can make appointments by email to have phone conversations at times you know you will be driving. Save calls you need to make for the car. It’s an efficient use of time.

If you get public transport to work, you also have a great opportunity to get into some undistracted thinking about a work problem or opportunity. As people drown in more electronic distractions at work, they have less clear time to let their brain breathe and think creatively. You don’t need to be at work to think, so do your thinking while you commute. Take an issue, a problem or an opportunity that needs some thought on the trip with you. Let it sit in your brain, and see what happens. Instead of diverting your mind with an iPod, book or newspaper, see if it can come up with some ideas on the trip home. Carry a notepad and pen and jot down anything good.

In most cases people are hired because an employer is impressed by the quality of their brain, and yet some days we are so busy answering emails and going to meetings that we never use our brains at anything like their full creative capacity. Thinking is one of the most valuable things any worker can do. Yet many of us hardly ever give ourselves clear, undistracted thinking time in which to allow our amazing brains to come up with creative new ideas. The closest we get is when we do it in a reactive way, rushing to meet a deadline or responding to a direct request. Use that 20 minutes on the train to do some creative thinking. It might be about a pitch or a talk you have to give, or a way to improve a system. You can use the time to prepare for a difficult conversation you know you need to have, or work out how you are going to pacify a dissatisfied client. Rehearse conversations you need to have in your head (if you do it aloud you may alarm fellow travellers), and work out the best way of putting things so as to maximise the chances that you will get what you want. You will be amazed how clever your brain can be if you just give it a bit of time and space each day to do what it does best—think. And all this thinking can save you time once you get to work. You don’t need to spend 15 minutes preparing for a meeting because you have already done it on the train. You don’t have to spend time trying to brainstorm ideas for a new approach to a problem at work because you did it on the bus.

The bus or the train is also a great place to read work-related material. Set aside stuff you need to read, knowing you have 20 minutes on the bus on the way home, and another 20 coming back in the morning. That’s 40 minutes a day, or three hours 20 minutes a week that you can use productively. Work out how you can best use that time. For example, on the way to work in the morning when you are fresh may be a better time to do the thinking, and on the way home you can do the reading.

Here’s the pay-off. If you are able to use your commuting time productively, it counts as work time. The work you have been doing has been done just as effectively as if you had done it at work, in fact perhaps more effectively because there were no interruptions. If you can use all that time you spend on public transport each day, it could add up to hours less that you need to spend in the office each week.

If you walk to work, or to the train station or bus stop, you also have a great opportunity to do some thinking. Walking is fantastic for thinking. The body gets going, and the mind gets going with it. I have always found that walking unblocks my mind and provokes new ideas.

Walking is also great for rehearsing any challenging conversations you need to have during the day. And it’s time you can make work-related phone calls on your mobile. Many’s the time I have had to interrupt a deep phone discussion about something with ‘Sorry if I’m panting, I’m walking up a steep hill.’ No one minds.


Try dedicating each commuting walk to thinking about a particular work-related issue.



Of course, giving yourself time to relax and turn off from work is important too and a good walk can be a great way of clearing away the mental clutter of the workday and preparing yourself to enter the different world that awaits at home. Try to work out how much time you need on your way home to ensure that when you walk in the door you do it not as someone preoccupied with work, but as someone who is ready to leap into the other parts of their life. It is counterproductive to efficiently use all your commuting time to do work, thus enabling you to get home earlier, only to find that for your first half-hour at home you are still mentally ‘at work’.

Walking some or all of the way to work is also a terrific and time-efficient way of exercising. Walking is fantastic exercise, and surely it’s holistically better for you to be striding out in the fresh air than walking nowhere on a machine in a gym. It’s free, too.

And consider the time savings. If you leave work at 5 p.m., travel to the gym, have an hour’s workout and then travel home it is likely to take around two hours. Compare that with doing your exercise while you travel to or from work. When I first worked on radio I would leave for work and drive 25 minutes to work. I would get there, sit at my desk and soon feel restless. So instead of driving, I walked half an hour up a hill to the train station and caught the train. The total trip took an hour, but I had vigorously exercised, my mind felt sharp and I was ready to work. I had done my day’s exercise, mixed it with commuting and added just 35 minutes to my journey.

The time-efficient part of walking to work is that you are doing two things at once. You are exercising while you are commuting. You arrive at work invigorated, and if you have a desk job, instead of being all restless because you have been in a car or a bus for half an hour, you actually feel like sitting down.

If you have a desk job, it’s important to look for ways to include this incidental exercise in your day. People who work in the city are always catching cabs from one office block to another. Walk! It will wake you up, get your blood pumping, help you to work more productively, and it’s probably quicker.

Instead of catching the bus from the stop nearest your home, walk past it and go to the next stop. The next day go to the one beyond that. On the way home walk along the bus route for 15 minutes before you catch the bus. If you drive, park a bit further away from work. Go for a walk at lunchtime. When you have a break from work, don’t just go and sit in a different chair or meander to get a hot drink. Go outside your building, walk for five minutes then turn around and walk back. Don’t get the lift, take the stairs. If you include as much incidental exercise as you can in your day you will be far more refreshed, and you won’t need to worry about paying money to walk or run on a machine in a gym. And the other advantage is that when you get home you won’t be all twitchy, tetchy and irritable from sitting down all day.

But don’t take my word for it. Try it. Just for a week.

turn on and off quickly

People rarely get to their workplace and immediately start working. They get a cup of tea or coffee, have a chat, look at the news on their computer, and gradually acclimatise themselves to once again being at work. Then at the end of the day when they physically leave work it takes them a while to mentally turn off.

 


If you can learn to turn on to work as soon as you get there you will be more productive, and if you can learn to turn off as soon as you leave, you will have more free time.



 

Instead of arriving at work in the morning and then taking some time to get mentally prepared to start work, prepare yourself before you get there, so that the moment you walk in, you are ready to go. If you do some work while you commute it will get you into the right headspace to leap right into things when you get to work. Or you may want to spend the last five minutes before you get to work going over what you need to get done that day, and working out what you are going to do first. As you walk from the train station, mentally prepare yourself to start work as soon as you arrive. Remind yourself of the reason that you want to have a productive day.

turning off from work

At the end of the day, use your trip home to shake off thoughts of work. Take a few minutes to think about what were the highlights of your day and the lowlights. What lessons can be learnt from the events of the day?

 

Many jobs have issues that remain unresolved at the end of each workday and those issues have a habit of jumping back into our thoughts when we are trying to get on with the rest of our lives. If there are unresolved issues, be they about a project you are working on, or an issue with a colleague, work out what action you need to take next to deal with it before you get home. You don’t need to solve the issue, you just need to make sure you have some sort of plan of action, so that instead of spending your evening distracted by, and puzzling over, the issue, whenever it pops into your head you can tell yourself that you don’t have to worry about it anymore, because you have already worked out what to do next. The aim is to leave as few loose ends as possible trailing about in your mind, so that you can stop thinking about work until it is time to return. If you get into the habit of processing the day on the way home, and tying up as many of those loose ends as possible, it will be easier to stop thinking about work until the next day.

Some find it helpful to think about the best thing that happened to them that day just before they walk through their front door. That way you arrive home with a smile, rather than wanting to dump all your problems on whoever is there.

Of course you may be someone who finds no difficulty in turning straight off from work as soon as you leave. If that is the case, good! Keep doing it.

ignore office politics

The seductive thing about office politics is that, because you are talking about how work operates and the people who work there, it feels like you are doing something work-related. It doesn’t feel as if you are wasting time in the same way you would be if you were talking about the footy, or discussing last night’s episode of CSI: Vladivostok. But you are. You are avoiding work, and therefore extending your workday.


Getting involved in office politics is one of the greatest work time wasters.



I follow the footy and the cricket. I read about them in the newspapers and I feel like I’m involved in all the ins and outs of who’s playing well and who’s playing badly. But actually I’m not. If every footy player and every cricket player in the land got abducted by aliens it wouldn’t actually change my life one jot (except that I’d have to find a new section of the paper to read first). Office politics are similar. You can buy into them, work the angles, get bitter and twisted about anything that isn’t good and right and true and just, gossip and scheme and whinge and whine, but where does it get you? It wastes a lot of time, it makes it a lot more difficult to mentally leave work behind when you walk out the door, and it gets you known as a ‘politicker’. And the upside? Is it really going to make a positive difference to your career? The answer is only very rarely yes. And sometimes when it does make a difference, it’s not in a good way.

Most of the time getting involved in office politics is completely voyeuristic. It has no effect on your own position in the organisation. Yet many find it addictive. Once you get involved in office politics then—just like taking heroin, gambling or watching Days of Our Lives—it becomes hard to stop. It makes us feel important, like we’re right in there, close to the action, knowing exactly what’s going on and who’s doing what to whom. Close, that is, in the same way that logging onto the Canberra Raiders website and reading all the information about the players makes me close to the team. I feel closer, but in actual fact, I’m not. The members of the team have no idea I exist, and no matter how hard I barrack, it’s not going to influence the score.

 


Getting involved in the politics of a place makes you feel closer to the action, but unless you’re the one who is actually pulling the strings it usually doesn’t give you any greater influence over what happens.



 

You feel like you are more involved, but you are not. There’s a difference between feeling like you are important and actually being important. If you are someone who is interested and involved in the politics of your workplace, why not just let it all go? Leave it behind and use the extra time and mind space you will have to get your job done quicker, get out of there earlier, and go and do something nice and relaxing with your time.

The positive effects that being involved in office politics can make to a career have, I believe, been exaggerated. Yes, there are some specific instances when playing smart can get you somewhere that your pure merit as a worker would not have, but the negative effects of completely immersing yourself in office politics usually outweigh the positive. Why? Because in any workplace everyone soon knows who the office politickers and game players are. It usually only takes about five minutes of conversation to identify an office politicker—usually they will make a negative comment about something or someone (usually someone on a higher salary)—and once a politicker is labelled as such others view everything they say with suspicion and are very careful of what they say in front of them. The politicker’s credibility is damaged, they are not easily trusted, and their fitness to manage others will always be questioned.

If you have involved yourself in office politics (and most of us have), you already know it has cost you time. But ask yourself this. Has all that time you have spent politicking made your life any better? Has it made you happier? Most importantly, could you have used that time in better ways?

Sometimes you might find yourself in a position where you do need to involve yourself in office politics to protect or advance your position, or even to prevent it being undermined. If this really is the case (and you need to make sure it is) and you truly believe that involving yourself in office politics will actually help, then do it in as straightforward and direct a way as possible. Work out specifically what outcome you are trying to achieve, and the best and most efficient way of achieving it. Then do it. Then stop.

stop doing everyone else’s job

If you want to be as productive as you can it’s important to focus on the things you have to do, rather than on what others are doing. If someone else has made what you think is a mistake, you have a very simple choice. Either do something about it or don’t. If you decide to do something, then do it. If you decide not to, then let it go. Forget about it and get on with your own job. We’re probably all a bit prone to doing our boss’s job in our head, working out how much better we would have been at it. ‘If I’d been making that decision,’ we think, ‘I wouldn’t have sent all those corkscrews to Brunei via Texas. I would have sent them on horseback via the Mongolian route. That would have been quicker, cheaper and had better scenery.’ Stop it. You’re wasting time. You have better things to think about; you have better things to do.

 


Every minute you allow yourself to daydream about how much more brilliant you are than everyone else is a minute more you have to spend at work.



 

If you want to tell the boss that she should have sent the corkscrews via the Mongolian route then good. Do it. But avoid spending lots of time imagining how much better you would be if you had someone else’s job. It’s a waste of time.

You may also find yourself doing parts of someone else’s job because they aren’t doing it properly. You end up doing extra to make up for their lack of application or competence. You do it because you feel as if you have to, because you are conscientious. But if you want to adjust your work/life balance you need to address this. Essentially, it’s unfair. You are paid to do x amount of work, but if you are doing part of someone else’s job as well you are actually doing x + y amount of work. If you are uncomplainingly doing more than your share then you are unlikely to get any credit for it (because no one will know it’s happening) and what you are ultimately doing is donating your time for free to work at the expense of your own leisure time. If you want to do charity work, why not pick a really good cause like Meals on Wheels?

You may feel that the situation is unavoidable, or that you don’t want to make a fuss, or that if you were to try to fix the problem it would be personally awkward. Remember the concept of opportunity cost. If someone else has a problem with their work that is causing you to spend more time at work than you have to, making up for their inadequacies is taking up time you could otherwise spend with your family or hang-gliding or practising tai chi or whatever else you really want to be doing. You should resent it, and you should do something about it. Just because that is the way things are now, it doesn’t mean that it is the way they have to be. Not only is this state of affairs not good for you, it is also not good for the organisation as a whole to have some workers propping up others. Yes, when you tackle the issue things may be a tad awkward for a while, but think about how much better it will be if the problem is fixed.

Think about some ways the problem could be solved. It may be quite simple. It may just involve a bit of help for the other worker. Or the problem may not be their fault. They may be overworked and simply unable to get all their work done. A reallocation of tasks may be required.

One reason people are reluctant to bring these sorts of problems to attention is that they don’t want to be seen to be dobbing someone else in. You may feel uncomfortable telling the boss that ‘Terry isn’t pulling his weight, and I end up covering for him and doing half his work.’ There are other ways of doing it. You can say, ‘I seem to have become responsible for doing work over and above what I thought I was supposed to be doing, so I wondered if we could work out what has happened.’ You don’t have to point the finger at Terry. Simply outline what you are doing, and let your boss come to the conclusion that it is because Terry is hopeless or slack. Don’t be shy about asserting your rights, and don’t let the fact you are conscientious be exploited by others who are less so.

trust your experience: prepare less

The first time I did stand-up comedy I spent about eight hours preparing for a five-minute set. The hundredth time I spent an hour preparing for a 15-minute set, and the two hundredth time I spent half an hour preparing for a 40-minute set. The more experience we accumulate at doing a task, the less time we need to spend preparing for each specific time we do it. That is because all the previous times we have done that task become part of the preparation. I actually spent hundreds of hours preparing for my two hundredth gig, because my preparation for that gig included all the time I had spent preparing for my first 199.

When you need to present at a meeting, or pitch for a job, or meet with a client or your boss, you don’t want to be underprepared. On the other hand, while you may have never pitched to this specific client for this specific job before, or had a meeting with your boss about this specific issue, you should remember how many times you have previously pitched for jobs and had meetings with bosses. Whether you are aware of it or not, every time you have done it, you have learnt things. When you have done it well, you will have remembered how you did it, and when you have made mistakes you will have noted what they were. You may have done this consciously but even if you have not, you will have gone through this learning process subconsciously. The more we do things the better we get at them.

It’s important to prepare properly for things, but because we get anxious we often overprepare. Overpreparing wastes time. It can also be counterproductive because you find that once you get to the actual event all you are doing is trying to repeat word for word everything you prepared, rather than being in the moment and reacting to things as they occur. Everything you say can sound forced or rehearsed. Overpreparing can also make you more nervous than you need be. If you overprepare you go over things so many times that they come to assume monumental importance, and you end up feeling like you are under more pressure than you actually are.

 


Don’t let your anxieties determine how much preparation you do; let your abilities determine it.



 

A very useful skill to learn is deliberate mental shortsightedness. What!? I’ll explain by example. Say you have a presentation to give tomorrow and you have spent two hours thoroughly preparing. You are as ready as you can be. What you need to learn to do is to trust that you are prepared, know that you have done the work, and forget about the presentation until it is time to give it. In the meantime turn your attention to something else.

This is not easy. We fret, we worry, we keep looking over our notes, and even when we try to do something else, we don’t do a proper job because we are worrying about tomorrow’s presentation. Getting nervous may be initially useful to motivate yourself to do the work to get thoroughly prepared, but once you have done the work, it is a waste of time. If you catch yourself worrying or overpreparing, gently tell yourself to stop and concentrate harder on the other tasks you are supposed to be doing. Remind yourself that you are fully prepared, and that you have done similar presentations many times before. Tell yourself that the reason you keep thinking about tomorrow’s presentation is not because you are unprepared, it’s just because you are anxious. It’s not easy, but if you have the discipline to keep drawing your attention back to the task at hand, and to remind yourself how well prepared you are, you will get more done.

focus, focus, focus

It’s easy for a mind to drift. You start doing a work task with the best of intentions, then somehow your mind floats away to the beach, something you saw on TV or something else you’d much prefer to be doing. Apparently some people even think about sex. When you catch yourself drifting, stop and refocus. You may drift off and think about your family. If you miss them, it’s tempting to rejoin them via your memories, to think about the funny thing your four-year-old said yesterday or the lovely way the baby vomited on your arm. Suddenly 15 minutes have passed, and the family you are lovingly thinking about are now going to see 15 minutes less of you because you have to stay at work longer to do the work you didn’t do when you were daydreaming about them. If you want to see more of your family, you actually need to be disciplined enough to banish them from your mind when you are at work.

 


Try to keep your mind where your body is. When your body is at work, keep your mind there too.



 

If you are a chronic daydreamer, don’t worry. It’s just a habit. Become aware of how much you do it and when. Be on the lookout for this form of time wasting. When you catch yourself daydreaming, just tell yourself to stop and return to work. The more consistently you do this, the easier it should become. Aim to be ‘in the moment’.

being in the moment

Remember the last time you had a looming deadline and you didn’t know if you could meet it? As you worked as hard as you could to get whatever it was finished in time, all that you were thinking about was the task at hand, and all you were doing was the task at hand. You were completely engaged. And you were being very productive. You were probably getting a lot done very quickly, because you were concentrating totally. You didn’t have time to daydream, or to let your mind wander. You were in the moment, not reminiscing about what happened yesterday, or wondering and worrying about what might happen tomorrow. Most of us are not very good at being in the moment for more than a few minutes at a time. The mind is a butterfly, always wanting to dart off somewhere, usually into the past or the future.

 


If you can improve your ability to keep your mind in the present, you will be able to get more done more quickly. You will also be a lot more fun to be around when you are outside work.



 

How do you improve your ability to be in the moment? First, try to be aware of how often your mind wanders off. Audit your attention span. Then, whenever you notice your mind wandering away from what you are supposed to be doing, gently bring yourself back to the present, to whatever it is you are doing. It sounds simple but if you keep doing it you should notice some improvement. The more you practise the better at it you’ll get, and the more your productivity will increase.

push-ups for your mind

Try this. Next time you have a cup of tea, see if you can concentrate on nothing else but drinking that cup of tea. Feel the cup in your fingers as you raise it to your mouth, listen to the sound of your slurping, feel and taste the liquid in your mouth, experience the sensation of it drifting down your throat, be aware of how it makes you feel. Just as you can do exercises to strengthen muscles in your body, you can also do exercises to strengthen and lengthen your concentration span.

 

Being in the moment is something Buddhism, yoga and several other religious and spiritual movements are into. If you are interested, investigate some of the hundreds of books on the subject. In a nutshell, if you are able to be in the moment for a greater proportion of the time, it should help you improve your productivity at work, as well as your ability to turn off from work and fully involve yourself in the other important things in your life. Being in the moment can help you to concentrate on work when you are at work, and it can help you to completely leave work behind when you walk out the door. And that is a very important part of work/life balance.

the dreaded email

One way many with office jobs interrupt their work is by continually checking their emails. Just as we are getting into some serious non-distracted thinking or writing or doing we distract ourselves. Checking emails becomes a habit, and every time you do it, you break your concentration. Then, once those precious emails have been checked, you have to spend more time getting back into the task you were involved in. It is a lot more efficient to check emails once or twice an hour than it is to check them every three or four minutes. See if you can discipline yourself to check your emails less frequently. Immerse yourself in what you are doing and then, when you really need a break, check your emails. Or set yourself the challenge of only checking them twice an hour. Max!

When you do check your emails, check them efficiently. Almost everyone gets emails they don’t need to read. Work out which ones you need to read and which ones you don’t, and learn how to quickly tell the difference. Read the ones you need to, skim the ones you aren’t sure about, and get rid of the ones you don’t need.

For those who receive those funny emails that do the rounds, containing a joke or a video clip, work out how much time each day you spend opening them, looking at them and forwarding them. When you actually measure how long, it may be more than you think. If it adds up to, say, 20 minutes a day, ask yourself if the enjoyment you get out of looking at them is really worth staying at work 20 minutes longer every day.

dealing efficiently with others

It would be a lot easier for us all to increase our productivity if we didn’t have to work with other people. We’d work harder, take fewer breaks, and concentrate for longer periods. When other people get involved, things get complicated. Instead of being able to set your own work pace, you become dependent on how quickly others do things. If they are slow and meandering and want to tell you all about their new dog, it can torpedo all the gains you have made by working hard all morning.

There is little that frustrates me more at work than someone taking five minutes to tell me something they could have told me in 30 seconds. I resent the waste of my time. I mourn the loss of those four and a half minutes.

At work you may have to deal with all sorts of people. Subordinates, those on the same level as you, those on a higher level than you, clients, etc. Let’s look first at dealing with those who are roughly on the same level as you in a time-efficient manner. We’ve discussed how to send out a friendly message to your colleagues that you are there to work and not to stuff around. But what do you do when you need to discuss some aspect of work with a colleague, or get some information from them, and all they want to do is to dawdle?

Rather than try to hurry someone up mid conversation, let them know from the start that you are in a hurry. For example, ‘John, sorry I’m racing this morning, can you let me know if …?’ is a much more polite way of getting what you want than letting John rabbit on for three minutes and then saying, ‘Sorry John, I’m in a real hurry, can you get to the point?’ And it saves you having to listen to those first three minutes of waffle.

Most people are easily led and like to fit in. If someone begins a meeting or workplace interaction in a slow, unhurried, informal way, it will set the tone for the rest of that meeting or interaction. Similarly, if you are able to seize the initiative and begin your conversation in a businesslike (yet friendly) manner and continue on with a sense of pace and calm urgency, that too will set a tone. The person you are talking to will often subconsciously match what you are doing and adapt the same tone.

use email

When email first exploded into workplaces, many were scared it would be the end of face-to-face conversation and that much of the valuable, informal way in which we share information would be lost. Has that happened? Not much. What has happened is that people have been able to use email to transmit a lot of information very quickly and painlessly, and still decide to interact face to face when they want to.

Email can help you to deal in a time-efficient manner with others at work. It is often a lot quicker to send an email to someone than it is to go and see them, or to telephone them. It is an especially efficient means of communication when you are dealing with people who you know like to have a chat. If you want to be efficient, don’t give them a chance to tell you about their weekend touring the wineries. Send them an email.

Work out what other communications could be more effective if done via email. Usually those that simply involve the transfer of information are done more efficiently this way, whereas those that require more analysis, reflection or brain storming may benefit from face-to-face contact.

Don’t use email to communicate things that would be better said in person. If you need to motivate someone, or make them feel valuable, then face-to-face or at least telephone communication is usually better. Don’t criticise someone in an email, do it in person so you can see how they respond and ensure that there are no misunderstandings.

Beware of rushed emails. Too often we write the first thing that pops into our head, press send and then five minutes later realise what we should have written. If you are sending an email that is analytical, critical or controversial, when you have finished reading it leave it for at least five minutes, then read it again before you send it. It will save you time and bother in the long run.

use the phone

When you talk to people, do it on the phone rather than face to face as much as you can. Face-to-face conversations and meetings always take longer than ones by phone. Face-to-face conversations have their own etiquette and require more politeness and small talk. The etiquette that has developed around phone conversations, especially work-related ones, allows for more direct and efficient communication. Because you can’t see the other person, the experience is less intimate and requires less ritual, such as small talk. It’s easy for a colleague to drag out a face-to-face meeting and drift it off into small talk but phone conversations are usually quicker and more direct.

And phone conversations are always prioritised over face-to-face ones. If you go to see someone you may have to wait for them to get off the phone, and then if their phone rings while you are talking with them, they will often answer it and leave you hanging there while they talk. But if you ring someone and they answer, they will usually give you their full attention, even if they are in the middle of a face-to-face meeting with someone else.

dealing with the long-winded

Some people are always looking for a way to extend any necessary workplace interaction. They are looking for any excuse to have a chat. There’s nothing necessarily wrong with that. It’s a strategy that helps many, especially those who don’t enjoy their job, or find it boring, to get through the day.

But if you have made a decision to be more productive, don’t allow those people to control the pace of your workplace interactions.

 


People who want to waste time are always throwing out bait.



 

If you need to talk to a colleague and start by saying, ‘Hi, how are you?’ most people will say ‘Good’ or something similar, and then you can get into talking to them about whatever it is you need to discuss. However, when you say, ‘How are you?’ to a time waster they will reply, ‘Good. Yeah, it was a pretty good weekend.’ That’s bait. Or they might reply, ‘Well, I’m better than yesterday, what with all that kerfuffle.’ More bait! You are being invited to respond with ‘Oh, what did you do on the weekend?’, or ‘What happened yesterday?’ If you do, then the time waster will be off telling you all sorts of things you don’t want to know. Resist the bait: focus on what you are there for and politely get on with it. Gently but firmly direct the conversation back to where you want it to be. Don’t let them control the conversation; take control yourself.

If you are dealing with someone who is always conversationally long-winded, you can subtly make it clear you need something in a hurry. ‘Sorry Jane, I just need to quickly find out …’ Imply they are busy too. ‘Sorry to bother you, I just need to know how many …’ If the interaction needs to take longer, resist the temptation to take any time-wasting bait, and subtly keep steering things back to business.

for example

 

YOU: ‘Hi, Bob, sorry to bother you, I just need a quick thing. Could I have a copy of last quarter’s figures for the western division, please?’

 

TIME WASTER: ‘Sure. Sam was on leave for a couple of weeks so his figures are down a bit. He went to Fiji, lucky thing. Ever been there?’

 

YOU: ‘No. What about the south-west division?’

 

TIME WASTER: ‘Haven’t we had some problems there! All that stuff with the fire.’

 

YOU: ‘Yes. What were the final figures?’

 

Make sure you keep focusing the conversation, and that you keep doing it politely. That will get you out of there as quickly as possible.

 

If none of this works, and you are still falling victim to a time waster’s slowness, then consider talking to them about it. Very politely outline why it is you are trying to work more efficiently—if it’s to see more of your family, most people will be sympathetic. Apologise for not having more time and for having to raise the issue, acknowledge you feel uncomfortable about it, tell them that they are a great person and that you find talking to them interesting, explain you are talking to a number of people about this, not just them (so they don’t feel singled out), and then tell them that it would really help you out if, when the two of you need to discuss things, they could just bear in mind that you are trying to get things done a bit quicker.

If they start crying, you haven’t done it right.

dealing with subordinates

How do you deal with subordinates in a time-efficient manner? The great advantage you have when dealing with subordinates is that they will naturally expect you to take control and establish the parameters of how and when they communicate with you. They will follow your lead. If you show them that you are quite happy to have long meandering conversations with them that start out being about some specific work issue and end up as some sort of life coaching session for them, then they will take advantage of it. If you indicate that your door is always open and that you are always available to help with any issue they have any type of trouble with, they will take advantage of that too. If, however, you make it clear that you want to have issue-specific conversations with them about the task at hand, and that you are ready and willing to offer assistance only when they have exhausted the limits of their own knowledge and ingenuity, then they will get that message.


Think about how available you want to make yourself.



If you make it clear that you are totally there for your subordinates whenever they feel slightly unsure or insecure about anything, you will never have any time to yourself to get anything done. If, however, you conduct your discussions with them in an efficient and businesslike way, and make it clear that you are happy to help them, but that you expect them to exhaust all possible efforts they can to help themselves first, then not only will you make it clear that your time is valuable and should be treated as such, you will also breed a more self-reliant and resourceful worker.

Employees gossip about their workplace superiors. They become quite fascinated by them. So if you send a message that people need to be prepared when they come to see you, and that you like a quick, crisp conversation that gets straight to the point, that message will get around. If, however, you send the message that you are happy to hear about their weekend, their puppy dog and how unfair it is that they didn’t get that promotion, then that will get around too.

It’s all very nice to be a sensitive boss, and sometimes people do have genuine, complex personal and work-related problems that a boss should listen to with sensitivity and empathy and then offer practical and constructive advice or assistance. But often people fall back on their boss every time they are faced with anything that takes them even slightly outside their comfort zone, or whenever they feel a bit insecure and need their ego propped up. If a boss is happy to listen to such indulgences, believe me, staff will keep ’em coming. Don’t let yourself become the regular shoulder to cry on for the emotionally needy. It’s okay to do it occasionally, but make sure that you try to find specific solutions to whatever the person’s problems are.

 


Encourage your subordinates to take responsibility. When they come to you with a problem, ask them how they think it should be solved.



 

Let them know that whenever they come to talk to you about a problem, they should also come with a proposed solution. If they don’t, then ask them to go away and think of one. It’s good for them because they learn how to take responsibility and to think for themselves, and it’s good for you and the company for the same reason.

But be nice. Some people stampede through their workday creating tension and friction wherever they go. They shout, they get angry, they get impatient. Everything has to be done now, and they are always dissatisfied with the work others have done. This sort of behaviour rarely helps. And it’s not efficient. If you operate in this way, make an effort to chill out. All the anger and tension you generate is not good for you, and it’s not good for anyone else. You end up having to deal with the repercussions of your actions. You have to spend time smoothing feathers you have ruffled, and building bridges you have blown up. You end up working yourself into such a state that it undermines your ability to work consistently and quickly. Your stress levels increase. You may even spend a lot of time going over and over the latest blow-up trying to justify your actions to yourself, or feeling regret and guilt about your actions.

If someone is constantly dissatisfied, irritated or angry, it loses its effect. Instead of people thinking, ‘Gee, Jo was really angry about that point I missed, I better take more care next time’ (which is what you want them to think), they think, ‘Gee, Jo was really angry as usual. I hate working for Jo.’

There are other ways of getting things done. If you sometimes—or often—lose it with people at work, make a conscious effort to control yourself. When you feel yourself beginning to heat up, slow everything down. Slow your breathing, slow your movements—in fact, go still—and slow your frenzied thinking. Identify the problem that you are angry about, and work out the most efficient way to fix it. Then calmly tell the relevant person what needs to be done, or why you are dissatisfied. Give them an opportunity to reply. Get your message across clearly, calmly and as quickly as possible, and then move on to the next thing. If you find yourself starting to lose it, get out of there. Go outside and walk around the block until you calm down.

You will get more done this way, and will earn more respect. And if you conduct yourself calmly throughout the day it is likely to be a lot easier to turn your mind off from work at the end of it.

You may also find that, as you put in place some strategies aimed at increasing your productivity, the sense of chaos and things spiralling out of control will recede. And if you do manage to reduce your work hours, and spend some of your extra time exercising and eating good food, that too should help to control stress. When a person’s whole world is focused on work, little problems can easily start to look like world-changing disasters. Try to get some perspective.

dealing with bosses and clients

What about dealing with bosses and clients (who are sort of like bosses)? How do you ensure they don’t waste your time? You can’t tell a boss that you are busy and can only spare five minutes.

 


A good rule of thumb to adopt when talking to organisational superiors is this: shut up and listen.



 

If you are being criticised or counselled about something you have done, usually your first reaction will be to vigorously defend yourself. If the criticism is unjustified then you may need to do this, but often the object of the criticism is not a big deal, your reputation is not at stake and the boss has already made up his or her mind about how they think you were imperfect. Your pleas aren’t going to change their mind; they will just make the boss think you don’t understand what they are trying to tell you, and that you don’t take constructive criticism well. Bosses enjoy having the opportunity to impart their wisdom to the less experienced. It makes them feel important and if you can listen, and act as if you are grateful for their insight, they usually love it.

So shut up and don’t justify or defend yourself unless it’s really necessary. Look as if what they are telling you are the wisest words ever spoken. Maybe they are actually wise words. Acknowledge their wisdom. They want to know that their message has got through. And, unless you really are gaining something from what they are saying, don’t ask too many questions. Take your medicine and get out of there.

If you are asking a boss for something, don’t try to butter him or her up with small talk, just get right to it. They are busy too, and will probably appreciate directness. If you have a boss who is long-winded and who you genuinely think wastes your time, that’s more difficult. Think twice before you seek him or her out, and only do so if it is necessary. Make your side of the conversation as brief and efficient as possible, and don’t take any of the bait they offer to try to lure you into a long conversation. But don’t get impatient: be scrupulously polite. Grin and bear it.

Then there are clients and suppliers. Obviously you need them and want to keep them happy. Businesses need to care a lot about their clients. Many businesses place great emphasis on ‘building a relationship’ with a client, and it is often assumed that to do this you have to spend a lot of time not only discussing work-related matters with them, but also taking them to the football and making detailed enquiries about their family (whose names have been memorised) and laughing hysterically every time they try to make a joke.

In my view, the relationship you build with your client should grow from the work you do for and with them. Too much emphasis is often placed on growing the relationship independent of the work via endless lunches and golf days. Concentrate on the work. Minimise small talk. They are busy too. Be businesslike. You are, after all, doing business. Do the work and do it well. That is what will create a strong relationship.

What if you have to deal with clients who waste a lot of your time? You know, the ones who ring you three times a day, who want to tell you everything that is going on in their business and their life, and keep changing their mind about what they want you to do for them. Remember they are clients, so always be polite, honest and straightforward with them. Again, make your end of the conversation as efficient as possible, and don’t take bait. Try to give them a specific timetable about when the next thing will happen and stick to it. If you tell them that the next thing is going to happen in 10 days, and nothing is going to happen before that, they don’t have any excuse to ring you before then. Take phone messages from them, and reply by email. If you bill by the hour, subtly make it clear to them that the more time you spend talking to them on the phone, the more it costs them.

If none of that works, try to offload them to someone else in the business.

meetings

Do you need to go to as many meetings as you do? Meetings are often not a very productive way to spend time.

 


Generally the more people in a meeting, the less productive it is.



 

Many organisations have regular staff meetings. These may be vitally important and informative occasions, or they may be complete wastes of time. If meetings are generally the latter, why not start missing a few. Will anyone notice? Will anyone care? If you were doing something extremely important for the business no one would care if you weren’t there, would they? Well, getting your work done is important for the business, isn’t it?

As discussed, have as many meetings as you can via phone. They usually achieve just as much as in-person meetings, but take much less time. Try to reduce the number of people in meetings you attend. The more people in a meeting, the more everyone wants to say something (even if it is just the same as what someone else just said).

The purpose of most meetings is to work out what is going to happen next, so make sure you do that. At the end of every meeting, it’s a good idea to clarify who is going to do what next. There is no point having a meeting that is full of goodwill if you didn’t actually work out the next steps.

As much as possible, try to ensure that someone else is responsible for doing the next thing. For example, if the next step is to draw up a contract, there may sometimes be a tactical advantage in you drawing up the first draft. But sometimes there won’t be, for example, when that first draft will just be a starting point for extensive further negotiations. In those circumstances, why not try to throw the work of drawing up the first draft of the contract onto the other side: ‘Why don’t you draw up the first draft and we’ll take it from there?’


During meetings, look out for opportunities that allow work to be done by others.



work/social activities: are they work or play?

In Chapter 2 I wrote about the rise of quasi-work activities—bowling nights, Friday night drinks, golf days and networking functions—that can eat into an employee’s free time. If you want to reduce your working hours, stop going to as many of these as you can. Remember the opportunity cost. Each hour you spend bowling with your workmates is an hour you can’t spend bowling with your family.

Quasi-work/social activities are usually most fun and most useful when you are new to an organisation. They are a good way to meet people and bond with them. But they don’t get your job done. When you make a decision that you want to spend more time away from work, it’s time to think about jettisoning those Thursday night after-work drinks and the work ice skating evening. By all means go ice skating, but why not go with your family or friends? You may cop some criticism for this, but it will usually be light-hearted and is unlikely to have serious repercussions. If you are being made to feel uncomfortable about your shrinking social presence, remind yourself and your colleagues why you are doing it.

One problem is that many work social functions look like one thing, but are actually something else. Going to the footy on a Saturday night with some people you know looks like a social function, but if you are going with your boss and some clients, then it is also a work function, and part of the reason for going—in fact the main part—is work-related: to form a closer relationship with those clients. Sometimes your attendance at these things is seen to be part of your job. Team dinners, dinners with clients, attendance at award nights, golf days with clients, and taking clients to the footy/cricket/net-ball can all fall into this category. The ones that eat into your weekend can be particularly cruel.

If you love the idea of getting some free tickets to the footy then well and good, but what if you want your weekends to yourself? What if you have worked damn hard all week to ensure that you are free from Friday afternoon until Monday morning, only to have your boss ask you—but actually really tell you—to go to the footy on Saturday night? And then the next week there is a golf game with another client, and the Wednesday after that a dinner with some other clients.

It is often argued that these activities strengthen relationships with clients, and so are a necessary and sometimes fun part of some jobs. Maybe, sometimes. I wonder, though, if you could ask everyone at a client golf day, awards night, etc—including the clients—if they would rather be somewhere else, how many would answer yes. Some people like these social/business functions, but many would prefer it if they all disappeared. Companies put them on because they think that clients appreciate them, and clients go because they feel they should. Many on both sides would be relieved if they stopped.

And how useful are they really? Ultimately, companies are judged on the quality of the service they provide, and clients are judged on whether they pay their bills and how easy or difficult they are to work with.

 


Is a client going to sack a company because there wasn’t enough golf?



 

Even if these shared occasions do familiarise clients and the company they retain, is that really going to result in more business coming the company’s way, or the company avoiding the sack if they do a bad job? Isn’t everyone subject to economic bottom lines these days? And isn’t every client going to be satisfied if a good job is done, and dissatisfied if it’s not, regardless of how much wine has been sloshed down together? Is the fact that a few footy tickets have changed hands going to save a relationship that would otherwise flounder?

Yes, perhaps some schmoozing helps to hook a new client, or to re-create the love when something goes wrong, but regular quasi-work/social functions do not need to be embedded into the timetable of businesses just to keep clients happy. If you do the job properly they’ll be happy. Unfortunately what happens is that the footy games, golf days and dinners become a habit, and 20 years of chewing my nails has taught me that habits are hard to break. But they can be broken.

how to get out of them

If your job involves a lot of these activities and you want to rebalance your life, try to jettison as many as you can. If you are in a position of influence in your organisation, why not schedule a few less and see what happens. Maybe you should talk to your clients and find out how important these functions really are to them. You might be surprised.

Or why not delegate the rugby tickets. You may have colleagues or juniors who would love to go—or, at least, who would go on your behalf if you told them to. You may even be able to use the tickets as a reward for performance. If you can delegate some of these work social functions to juniors, it may be an opportunity for them to develop relationships themselves and create a work dynamic where you are less indispensable, and therefore less busy.

If you are in a position of power and are a client, say yes to the invitations less often and see what happens (the company inviting you will probably just get paranoid that they are in your bad books and work even harder for you). If you want to, you can make it clear that declining their social invitations is not about freezing them out. You can tell them that you are still happy (if you are), but let them know that they don’t need to wine and dine you. You might even suggest that they deduct the money they save from your bills.

But what if you are not the one in your organisation with the power to say yes or no (i.e. most of us)? What if you are just the person who gets asked—or told—that they are going out to dinner next Wednesday night with a client? How do you get out of going to work social activities without forging a note from the doctor?

 


You can start by declining invitations and making excuses. See if anyone notices and cares enough to talk to you about it. If they don’t, then keep doing it.



 

We often overestimate the amount other people care about us. It’s easy to feel that declining an invitation to go out to dinner with clients is a really big deal, but maybe it isn’t. Maybe no one cares. If they do, they’ll let you know.

If you resent the time you are spending at these quasi-work functions, you may want to talk to your boss about this. Explain that you work hard while you are at work, and detail the things you have been doing to increase your productivity. Emphasise your commitment to work. Tell your boss that you give a lot to your job when you are there, and that after you have done your day’s work it’s very important to you to be able to go home and do other things. Tell them you value your time outside work, explain the reasons you want that time to yourself and ask to be excused, not just from next Wednesday night’s dinner, but from many such functions.

If they insist, try to negotiate a reduced number of events you have to go to. For example, okay on weeknights, but not on the weekend. Or two a month.

working from home

Working from home is a great way to improve your work/life balance. You eliminate travel time, there are (as long as you are self-disciplined) fewer distractions, and you can organise your day to allow you to get your work done in a way that suits you and your family. For example, when you have a break, instead of spending it gossiping with Barry from human resources about how crap management are, you can use it to pick up your son from school.

Investigate whether it’s possible to work from home one or two days a week. If you are connected by email and phone, are there really any problems? Obviously it’s tricky if you work in a bookshop or restaurant, but many with office jobs may be able to set things up so that, for example, all their necessary face-to-face contact happens on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays, and on Thursdays and Fridays you are at home and available via email and phone. And perhaps even via virtual face-to-face contact set up on computer.

Start with half a day a week at home, then see if you can expand it to a day. Do this gradually so that your bosses and coworkers are able to get used to it. You will be scrutinised when you start doing it, so make sure no one can suggest you aren’t pulling your weight. If you invest a little extra time making sure that it works right from the start, then once they are convinced it is working everyone will relax and leave you alone.

We will discuss later how to go about negotiating arrangements such as these and how to meet employer objections to them.

new technology: friend or foe?

New technology can improve your life or destroy it. Devices like the BlackBerry have been hailed as a great way to increase productivity, and they can be. They can also, if you let them, allow work to creep into your home, your holidays and your brain so that it can never be escaped. That’s not good for you, and in the long term it’s not good for your work either.

 


The challenge is to harness new technology to improve your work/life balance without letting the new technology harness you.



 

Let’s first look at some new technologies and the advantages and disadvantages they offer if you are trying to lead a balanced life. The mobile phone—hardly new now—means you can make and receive work calls from virtually anywhere. An advantage of this is that you can use time that would other wise be unproductive. For example, you can get your work phone calls done when you are waiting for a taxi or a train, in a taxi or a train, in an airport, walking somewhere, or waiting to pick up your daughter from soccer practice. Also, you don’t need to return to the office to access messages or to make calls. Mobile phones make it easier to work from home. They allow you to cut your ties to the office.

The disadvantage of mobiles is that—if you let them—they allow you to be available to work all the time. In the evening, on the weekend, on holidays. Mobile phones have a strange way of over-prioritising themselves. As discussed earlier, people will often interrupt a meeting to take a phone call, but no one ever interrupts a phone call to have a meeting. When the mobile rings, most people answer it, even if they don’t really want to be interrupted. Why? Because a little part of the brain tells us that it might just be the most important phone call ever and contain the most amazing bit of news. We are almost always disappointed.

When your mobile rings while you are helping your daughter do a jigsaw, do you answer it? If you do, why?

 


How many phone calls are so urgent they can’t wait half an hour or more for a reply? Fifty per cent? I don’t think so. More like 5 per cent or 0.5 per cent, isn’t it?



 

The home computer can also allow you to get work done when it suits you. For example after your kids have gone to sleep, or during quiet times on the weekend. But do you give yourself credit for the time that extra work took and leave work early a couple of days a week? Or does the fact you have a computer at home just mean that the balance in your life has shifted more towards work? Because if it does, that was never part of the deal. At no stage did you, I’m guessing, ever sit down with your employer and agree that because you now had a computer at home, a laptop, a mobile phone and a BlackBerry that you would work five more hours a week, and that therefore your salary should be increased by 10 per cent. If you did have that conversation, fine. But hardly anyone does. Most times, new technology is introduced on the basis that it increases productivity, not on the basis that it will increase your work hours. So if that’s the deal, great. You should use it to increase productivity, not to increase your work hours.

Laptops offer similar advantages and disadvantages to mobile phones and home computers. It’s fantastic to be able to use one to do work on an aeroplane, but things have got out of hand if you end up balancing one on your lap while having dinner with your family.

What about the BlackBerry, growing more common by the day? Essentially a mini computer with internet access that looks like a mobile phone, it offers more opportunities to do productive work, but also to intrude upon the rest of your life. Because it is so portable, user-friendly and easy to access, you can check and write emails virtually anywhere, allowing you to substantially increase your productivity. But for the same reasons, BlackBerrys are temptingly easy to fiddle with at home in the evening when you are supposedly having nice family time. Hence the term ‘Crackberry’, and the many people who say that having a BlackBerry has increased their productivity but had a negative impact on their work/life balance. Suddenly their office has come into their lounge room. You may be physically home from work, but if you are continually checking and replying to emails, you are not really involved in what is going on. ‘Relaxing with the family’ becomes ‘relaxing with the family and Dad’s or Mum’s BlackBerry’. And that isn’t all that relaxing.

BlackBerry users may be continually distracted by each new email, and therefore distanced from whatever is happening at home. They zone in and then, whenever they receive a new email, out again, often without even being aware of how their actions are distancing them from those who they live with. Their family soon comes to know that Dad or Mum has another electronic interest which seems to take priority over everything else.

What can you do to maximise the productivity gains new technology offers, without letting it control you? In fact, let’s go one better. We have been talking about how increasing productivity can allow you to work fewer hours, so let’s pose this question. How can you use new technology to work fewer hours, and to help you structure your work hours so that they fit into, and suit, the rest of your life?

Firstly, don’t feel guilty about asking the question. Employers gain a lot from new technology. BlackBerrys, laptops and mobile phones encourage employees to work more hours (because work is now accessible outside the workplace, and outside traditional work hours) and lead to employees being more productive, so they get more done each hour.

So, employers get two benefits—increased work hours and increased productivity—but what do you get? Work that is more intrusive, and increased work hours. No one gets an automatic pay rise when they are given a BlackBerry, but if getting one results in employees working more hours and being more productive, then why don’t they? You may well have been excited when you got one, but often the effect is that you end up doing more work and working longer hours for the same money.

 


You have every right to redress the balance and use new technology not only to increase your productivity, but also to improve your work/life balance.



 

How do you do this?

Gather a bit of information from those you live with. Talk to them about what effect they think your BlackBerry and other electronic devices have had on you and your involvement in home life. You may be surprised at what they say.

If you want to take action, the key is self-discipline. A BlackBerry doesn’t turn itself on. A mobile phone doesn’t explode if it isn’t answered. All these devices do is make phone calls and emails available to you. When you access them is up to you. Before mobile phones and emails existed the world was getting on quite well, thank you very much, and yet now we have this belief that unless every message from every person is answered immediately something dreadful will happen. Stop worrying; usually it won’t.

Give yourself specific times to access emails at home. If you get home at 5.30 p.m. you may allow yourself five minutes at 7 p.m. to see if anything genuinely urgent has come in and, if something has, to respond to it. Then later on, after your kids have gone to bed, you may set aside some more email time. Try to make sure the BlackBerry, home computer and mobile phone don’t take away time from the activities you value the most. For example, don’t allow yourself to access them when you would otherwise be having dinner with your family or reading the kids a bedtime story. Instead, organise your time so that you are working at home at times when you would otherwise be watching TV.

Have a specific place at home where you leave your BlackBerry and laptop. Don’t let them intrude into social areas. If they are right in front of your nose all the time, of course it will be hard to stop yourself continually checking emails. If your devices are out of sight, it will be easier to put them out of mind for a while.

Some with a BlackBerry complain that it is hard to ignore emails because they see how many new ones they have every time they make or answer a phone call. Again, self-discipline. Set specific times to check emails, and make yourself stick to them. It may be hard to do this at first, but if you make yourself do it, it will become a habit. Also, you may be able to set your BlackBerry so that it doesn’t display anything about your emails on the main screen, and only makes that information available if you specifically fish deeper into the menus. Or you could get a second mobile phone without email access that you use when you are at home and on weekends, so that you simply can’t be tempted to access emails when you use that phone.

Remind yourself of your priorities and that it is actually very efficient to have specific times to access your emails and work phone calls, rather than to continually try to mix work with home time.

rearranging your work time

As we’ve seen, one way of reducing the hours you work each week without having to even contemplate a decrease in pay is by increasing your productivity. Another is by rearranging your time. The traditional working day proceeds as follows. You wake up, get ready and then travel from home to work. When you get there you work. You have breaks during the day, including lunch, and when you finish, you travel home again. At home you eat, clean, rest, watch TV and then fall asleep. Ideally, you turn off the TV and go and lie in your bed before you fall asleep, but this doesn’t always happen.

Most people assume that this model of the working day is the one we must follow, but if you are trying to balance your life, it is worth thinking about whether there is a different one that could better serve your needs. In particular, there are two assumptions underlying the traditional model of the working day that are now outdated. One is that the only place you can work is at your workplace. We have seen how mobile phones, BlackBerrys and home and laptop computers have rendered this notion obsolete. The second assumption flows from the first, and it is that work needs to be done in one big chunk of the day, and not broken down into two or more smaller chunks. Of course when you had to be at your workplace to work, it was sensible to do all your work in one big chunk, perhaps with a lunchbreak in the middle, but now that work is more portable, we can look at other ways to structure the day.

the tyranny of the workday

The working week hasn’t been designed in a family-friendly way. If it had been, there would be more shift work. For example, when your kids are young you could work from, say, 6 a.m. to 2 p.m. and then have the afternoons and evenings with them, or 2 p.m. to 10 p.m. and have the mornings with them. Instead we have tiny bits of rushed time at either end of each day that make it seem as if we are seeing more of our kids than we are. Then we have several hours at night when they are asleep and we watch American crime shows.

One of the great tragedies of our time is that from Monday to Friday many working parents spend more time watching television than they do with their children. They get home from work just in time to put their kids to bed, then they sit round watching the box. If you were to ask them which was more important to them, their children or their television, they would laugh at the idiocy of the question. And yet on a typical working day many parents spend an hour and a half with their children and two hours watching TV. It ain’t right.

If you want to reorganise your life so you can see more of your kids, take advantage of the fact that they need more sleep than you do. They go to bed at 7 p.m. or 8 p.m. or 9 p.m., whereas adults typically stay up until 10 or 11 p.m. Even busy people have a substantial block of free time at the end of the day. If you want to have more weekday time with your children and spend less of it at the place where you work, ask yourself this question: is it possible for me to use some of the time after the kids have gone to bed to do some work? And if it is, and I do it, can I then rearrange my day so that I work the same number of hours, but leave work earlier, bring some work home and do it at night after the kids have gone to bed?

 


The traditional working day was designed by people who had to do all their work away from their home. Of course many jobs still require that. But an increasing number don’t.



 

We are slow to adapt. Everyone is always nattering on about how computers, email, the internet and BlackBerrys have revolutionised work, and yet we have not maximised their potential to make our lives better.

Firstly, identify what work you could do at home at night. Obviously it’s not everything. It’s hard for a plumber to remove a toilet, take it home and then fix it after their kids have been tucked in. But if you have an office job, or a job that requires some paperwork, then much of your work probably doesn’t need to be physically done in any particular place. One by one, go through all the different tasks your job requires and ask yourself if there is a good reason why you need to be at the office to do each of them.

You should be able to take home any work which doesn’t need to be done at any particular place, and which doesn’t require constant communication with others. That includes any work involving writing, thinking or drawing.

What sounds better to you: leaving work at 5.30 or 6 p.m. and snatching a few tired moments with the kids before they go to sleep, then watching TV all evening, or leaving work at 3.30 or 4 p.m., having a long afternoon with the kids then, after they have gone to bed, banging out another couple of hours’ work at home? Which is going to make you happier? Which is going to be better for your family?

 

for example

Say John works from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. each weekday and gets home at 6.30 p.m. His kids go to bed at 7.30 p.m. and he goes to bed at 10.30 p.m. Each night he has four hours at home after work, and his children are awake for only one of them. If John works the same number of hours, but does an hour and a half of work each evening, then he can get home by 5 p.m. (he’ll miss the traffic, so perhaps even earlier) and have two and a half hours with his kids before they go to bed. Then he can work from 8 p.m. until 9.30 p.m. and still have an hour to unwind before he goes to bed.

 

There’s another advantage to breaking up the day like this. The traditional working day is designed so that you work and work and work and work and then go home. Maybe a break for lunch and the odd cup of coffee, but that’s it. By mid-afternoon almost everyone is mentally or physically fatigued and struggling. However, if you do your work in two blocks, one during the day, and the second in the evening, and have a proper break between them when you hang out with your family, maybe do some exercise, have dinner and do whatever else you want before returning to do your second block of work, then it is likely that you will be mentally fresher and, overall, more productive. And when you get home after completing your first block of work, you won’t be nearly as tired as you used to be. Another advantage is that you will probably be able to work far more efficiently at home than at work. No one pops in to see you, the phone doesn’t ring, and there is not a new email every few minutes. If you work at home in the quiet of the evening, you will probably be able to get two hours of work done in an hour and a half.

how to rearrange your workday

If you do want to change your workday so that you leave earlier and take more work home, then here are some tips on making it work.

If you work largely on computer you will obviously need one at home. You may be able to set things up so that you can access work emails from home, but if not, before you leave work all you need to do is to forward any emails you want to work on at home to your home email. Lots of emails need replies, and if replying to them all takes up a lot of your time, then send home all the non-urgent ones (which is almost all of them, including most of the ‘urgent’ ones).

You may be able to divert your work phone to your mobile phone. If not, you may be able to ring in and access any messages left for you at work.

But then how do you stop yourself feeling as if you are at work permanently, even when you are at home?

 


Remember that it is not unusual to unsuccessfully try to contact someone.



 

People leave messages for others all the time, and they send emails all the time that are not answered on the same day. Some things really are urgent, but not nearly as many as we think. You need to be discerning in what you immediately respond to. If you are home at 5 p.m. and you see you have just got six new emails, spend a minute assessing if any require an immediate reply, or whether they can wait until later in the evening. Listen to phone messages, but only respond immediately to the ones that you need to. The others you can ring back bright and early on your way to work the next day. If you want to take the kids to the park when you get home and are out of email contact for an hour, that is usually no big deal. People are out of email contact every time they leave their computer to have lunch, go to a meeting or gossip with someone down the corridor.

Don’t allow the fact that you have made yourself more contactable to turn your home into the workplace. Remember why you are doing this. It’s to work less, not more. Use email and mobile phones to help you balance your life, not to actually increase the time you are working.

Monitor how much work you are doing at home and whether you are largely confining it to the hours you aimed to. Regularly audit your life to check what you are doing. You don’t have to check for email or phone messages every five minutes. If you get home at 4 p.m., check them every hour until the traditional working day ends, and only immediately reply to messages that genuinely need an immediate reply.

Look about for other people who you work with who are also trying to make their life more family-friendly. Suggest to them that instead of having that half-hour meeting in person at 2 p.m., you would have it on the phone at 9 p.m. That’s half an hour earlier you can both go home, and half an hour more you can spend with your family.

If you feel guilty, remind yourself that you are not skiving off. You have simply rearranged your time. You are working as hard and doing as much as you ever did. You are just doing it in a different way.

But, I hear you cry, ‘I need a couple of hours in the evening to unwind. I know watching CSI: Dubbo isn’t essential to my life, but it’s a part of the day where I don’t have to think of anything or talk to anyone. It’s not much but it’s my time. I need it.’ I feel your pain but again it’s all about the opportunity cost. How much do you want more time with your kids? How much do you really need CSI: Dubbo and Celebrity Border Patrol? Time to unwind is valuable, but there are probably better ways to do it than watching television.

Why not just try leaving the office earlier and doing some work at home for a few days and see if it works? Maybe you won’t miss the telly. Start by doing 20 minutes’ work in the evening. That’s not much. If it goes okay, then gradually build it up until you find the level that suits your life best. You may find you can get an hour’s work done without any problem, but anything more than that is difficult and creates fatigue. Or it may be 45 minutes. If you find you are unproductive at night, maybe you could try getting up early and doing some work then.

Don’t just think about how easy or hard it is to work at night, also ask yourself how much you are gaining from the extra time you have in the late afternoon away from work. Is the sacrifice of doing half an hour, or an hour, or an hour and a half, or two hours—whichever suits you best—work at night worth the gains you and your family get?

Experiment and see if it works. If you don’t like it, ditch it. Strangely enough, I find that working in the evening can actually be quite relaxing. Sounds weird, but with no distractions, and if the work is vaguely stimulating, it is easier to lose yourself in it and find the time flying by. It is also usually far less stressful than doing work at work.

If you are able to take chunks of work home, make sure you give yourself credit for it. Don’t allow a strategy that is aimed at improving your work/life balance to actually worsen it because you are too scared to walk out of there at 4 p.m.

If you find that you do need to work at home when the kids are still awake, get a laptop. Then you will not have to closet yourself away in a home office (or home alcove) but instead will still be able to be physically with your family as you work. As I write this, I am in a room with three kids playing away. Every few minutes they interrupt me, but that’s just fine. I always thought I was someone who could only work in circumstances of quiet and peace, but you know what? You adapt.

leaving early and rearranging your day: does the boss mind?

What about your boss’s attitude? If you start leaving work at 4 p.m. instead of 6 p.m., won’t the boss mind? The answer is that as long as you are still doing the same amount of work, and are not creating any communication or other problems, then they will only mind if they are stupid. What bosses ultimately want is for the work to be done, and for it to be done well. For the most part, they have more important things to do than spend their time thinking about you. We all overestimate our own importance, and most of us subconsciously assume that the boss spends a lot of time analysing and re-analysing our performance, and scrupulously keeping track of our arrival and departure times, the number of tea breaks we have, how many words we write per email and everything else. Truth is, as long as you do your job properly most bosses couldn’t care less what time you get in and what time you leave.

 


Bosses are primarily concerned with results, not process.



 

When your boss assesses your performance they look at your results. Have you met your targets? Have you performed all your tasks to an appropriate standard? They don’t think, ‘Johnson came in late three times last week’, they think: ‘Johnson exceeded his sales target by 18 per cent.’

You often need to get approval from your boss to implement work/life balance strategies, but not always. Whether you should seek approval before you implement a strategy depends on what you intend to do, how senior you are, how much autonomy you have, the culture of the organisation and the personality of your boss. If you have a degree of autonomy and seniority then perhaps you can adjust your working hours, increase your productivity and spend less time in the office without needing to seek anyone’s permission. You may have to subtly let it become known that although you are leaving work earlier, you are doing a substantial amount of work outside normal hours at home (do it by sending a few emails from home to colleagues at 9.14 p.m. or dropping hints like ‘When I was working on this last night at home …’) so people become aware that you are not just slacking off. And that may be all you need do.

If you have been leaving work at 6 p.m. each work night for 10 years, and then you suddenly start leaving at 4 p.m. and doing two hours’ work at night, then of course you will initially feel a bit weird about the change. It’s a big change, and you will naturally feel a bit concerned about what others at work think. So make the adjustment gradually.

Start by leaving just a little earlier, and doing a little bit of work at home or on the train. This will allow you to get used to it, and others as well. Keep leaving earlier and doing more work outside the office, and eventually you will find the natural balance that allows you to get all your work done productively and in a way that best suits you and your life. Make sure that if anyone challenges you on it, you have done enough work to justify what you are doing. In fact, for the first few months do a little bit extra, so that you can show that your output has actually increased. The first step to feeling comfortable about these new arrangements is to convince yourself that you are doing enough work.

Alternatively, you may feel you need to formally approach someone to ask permission to spend less time in the office. However, permission is a dangerous thing to ask for, because it may be denied. But there are ways of increasing the chance you will get a favourable response.

It is far easier for a boss to rubberstamp an existing practice than it is for him or her to agree to the introduction of something new, especially if the new thing proposed looks like it could have the effect of making a worker less available. No matter how nice your boss is, and how much they value you as a human being and not just as an output-producing machine, any suggestion you make that involves you spending less time in the office will probably make them a bit nervous, because ultimately, if you do your job less well, it affects them. They will get scared that your output will suffer, and that will reflect badly on them.

That is why when you make a perfectly reasonable suggestion that you leave work at 4.30 p.m., be contactable by phone and email, and work from home at night, they might start shaking their heads and wondering what would happen if you were needed for an emergency 5 p.m. meeting, even though they have never needed you for an emergency 5 p.m. meeting ever before.

So in proposing a new arrangement to a boss, it is important that you try to prevent them getting scared. One of the best ways of doing this is, instead of asking permission to introduce a new practice, merely tell the boss about an existing one. That is, start increasing your productivity, leaving early and doing work on the train and at home, ensure that no one has any problems as a result of your new habits—and if they do then fix them—and only then casually mention to the boss what is happening. Don’t ask him, tell him. For example, you could say, ‘By the way, you may have noticed I’ve been doing a lot of work at home recently, and spending a little less time in the office. I’ve been forwarding emails to my home computer, diverting my phone to my mobile and making sure I’m always available. There haven’t been any problems with any clients—in fact I feel like I’m getting things done a lot more efficiently—but I just wanted to make sure there haven’t been any problems from your end.’

It’s very easy for a boss to give a gruff nod of approval to this and then go back to whatever important thing it was that they were doing. If they want to discuss it further, listen very carefully to what they are saying and answer any questions honestly. Remember you have worked out these arrangements on the basis that you will continue to do your job as thoroughly as you ever have, so you have nothing to hide and nothing to be embarrassed about. Be open to any queries the boss might have and if he or she raises a potential problem you don’t have an immediate answer for, admit it’s a fair point and ask for some time to work out a solution.

Ensure your boss understands your key message—that you are doing just as much work as before, and you are communicating with others just as effectively—and that they understand your reason for doing this, that it is to spend more time with your family—or whatever the reason is—and that making these changes is making a big difference to your life. Reinforce that while your work is important to you, the extra time you have managed to find to spend with your family (or practise piano, or whatever) is also very important to you.

As much as you can, keep the conversation informal and matter of fact. If the tone of the conversation suggests that what you are doing is not a big deal, it is more likely to be treated by your boss as something that is not a big deal. If you walk in there all formal and meek, however, it will sound like a big deal and that you are formally asking permission. For example, you might say, ‘Excuse me, I’ve been thinking that it would be really good for me if I could spend less time in the office. I’d catch up with the work at night, of course, and make sure I got everything done. What do you think?’ Bad! The power in the conversation has been given by you to the boss. They have been asked to make a decision to introduce a new practice, whereas in the earlier example all they were being asked to do is to rubberstamp an existing one.

How you frame your request is important. Look at the first example above. It’s good to start with a positive (‘You might have noticed I’ve been doing a lot of work at home recently’) and end by putting the onus on the boss to come up with an objection, rather than asking permission (‘I just wanted to make sure there haven’t been any problems from your end’). Also suggest that if there have been any problems, or if any arise, then the outcome will be that you will ‘sort them out’, rather than return to the old way of doing things. At the same time, the first response above adopts language appropriate to a workplace superior and is polite.

paranoia

I know the feeling of leaving work an hour before everyone else and imagining that they are all thinking how slack and lazy you are. You feel guilty, like you are a skiving sneak ripping off the company. The problem is, you think that way even if you have been working like a train all day while they have been slacking off, and even if you know that you are going to do more work that night at home.

This is not a business problem. It’s a psychological problem. We are all conditioned to believe in the traditional model of the working day, where all work happens at work. When we start to do things differently it takes us a while to de-program ourselves. We feel as if we are doing something wrong, even though we aren’t. It’s a drag.

 


Remind yourself that it’s all about getting the work done, not about what time of day it gets done or where it gets done.



 

As long as you are doing your job properly you have no reason to feel bad.

Stick to the new program you have created for yourself and see what happens. If no one talks to you about it or complains to your boss, then no one has a serious problem. The more often you leave early and the more you get used to the new arrangements, the more relaxed you will feel about it.

As stated earlier, make sure you subtly let everyone know how much work you are doing outside the office and why you are doing it. But what if there is still resentment? Work out if the person complaining has enough influence and power to do anything. If not, forget them. If they have, then find some excuse to talk to them and let them know that you are actually doing as much work as ever, and explain why you have made some changes. If a boss questions you, make sure you are in a position to justify what you have been doing. They care about your output, they care about what the clients think, and they care about the firm’s efficiency, so you need to have thought through all those issues and to be able to explain why taking work home doesn’t compromise any of them.

staying motivated

One of the biggest determinants of productivity is motivation. Remember the last time you were on a deadline. You worked hard, quickly and well. Why? Because you were motivated, perhaps by a desire to do a good job, probably by the fear of not being able to meet the deadline.

People have all sorts of different reasons for doing things. What’s your motivation? Is it to lead a balanced life? Is it to do your job well, and as efficiently as you can, and then to stop working and enjoy some of the other things life has to offer? Whatever your reason or reasons for attempting to rebalance your life, that is your motivation.

Whenever you find yourself slipping back into time wasting habits or working at a slow pace, remind yourself why you want to get your work done well and quickly. It’s so you can get the hell out of there. Remind yourself that there is an important reason to get a move on. Temper this with commonsense, of course. If you need a break, you need a break. If you don’t have breaks your productivity will inevitably decline anyway. Don’t drive yourself into the ground, but keep motivated.

One warning. If you remind yourself of your motivation by, for example, thinking about how nice it will be to get home earlier to see your family, don’t let it lead you down the path of sentimental daydreaming. Before you know it you may have spent five minutes in your head running around the park with the kids. Daydreaming about your family is tempting, sweet, a bit sad (because it’s only a daydream and you are not really doing it) and also time wasting. If you daydream for five minutes, that’s five extra you need to stay at work. Be disciplined enough to remind yourself of your motivation, but don’t wallow in it. If you stop daydreaming about being in the park with the kids and return to the task at hand, then you might have time to actually take the kids to the park later in the day.

what if you are overworked?

What if the duties and responsibilities of your job seem to be so great that you are permanently overworked and struggling to get everything done? No matter how hard you try to increase your productivity and rearrange your workday, there seems to be a never-ending list of things that urgently need to be done. What if every week is a busy week, and every day a busy day? Perhaps it is because your responsibilities have somehow grown, and a once manageable job has become one where work greedily eats up more and more of your time. Or perhaps your job has always been like this. Either way, what can you do about it?

ebbs and flows

Firstly, work out whether the expansion in the size of your job is temporary or permanent. Some jobs are prone to periods of intense busyness followed by less hectic times. Accountants, for example, get busier as the deadlines for tax lodgements close in. GPs get busier when there’s a nasty virus going around, and takeover lawyers get busier when they are working on a takeover. If ebbs and flows are part of your job, you may have to accept that at some times you are going to be busier than you want to be. If you have a job that ebbs and flows then, when work is less busy, when you are in an ebb, work fewer hours and square the ledger. I don’t mean you should not do your job properly. I mean that you shouldn’t fill in time at the office doing things you don’t really need to be doing or wasting time because you feel that the culture of the place does not allow you to feel comfortable walking out of there before 6 p.m.

 

squaring the ledger

Larry and Maria are both lawyers, work for the same firm and earn the same amount of money. They are each subject to similar expectations and pressures. Larry works in a section where the work flow is consistent; he works about nine and a half hours a day, 47 and a half hours a week, all year around. Maria works in mergers and acquisitions, a section subject to ebbs and flows and, when busy, can work 12- to 14-hour days for anything up to two or three weeks. There are also quieter periods in which she could get her work done in a lot less than nine and a half hours. But during the quieter periods Maria still comes in at 8 a.m. and leaves at 6 p.m.

 

Maria needs to square the ledger. After working huge hours for a couple of weeks, when the work’s finished and things are not so busy she should feel perfectly entitled to come in at 10 and leave at three. Why doesn’t she? The reason many people in Maria’s position don’t square things up is because they feel a cultural pressure to be at work from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m., whether they are busy or not. And yet by the end of the year Maria is going to end up working literally hundreds of hours more than Larry, who is at the same level of seniority, simply because Maria increases her work hours when things are busy but fails to decrease them when they are not. Now it may be that she will be rewarded for this financially, but in terms of work/life balance Maria is losing out big time.

 

If the expectation in your job is that you work a particular number of hours per week, it is just commonsense that you look at that figure not as a minimum number you need to work every week, but as an average number of hours you should work per week. So if there is an expectation of 50 hours a week and you work 60 in week one and 65 in week two, then when in weeks three and four there is less to do, you should feel perfectly entitled to work 40 hours in week three and 35 in week four, and so average 50 hours a week over those four weeks. To put it another way, why should someone who works exactly 50 hours a week for four weeks get more credit than someone who averages 50 hours a week by working 60 hours, 65 hours, 40 hours and 35 hours in those same four weeks? It is totally unfair to expect someone who has been busting a gut and working into the evening to front up the next week and twiddle their thumbs next to an empty in-tray until 6 p.m. each evening. That person should feel perfectly entitled to work fewer hours to even things up. They are owed some free time and should feel free to take it.

That’s all very well in theory, I hear you say, but it’s not how my workplace operates. Are you sure? Have you really put it to the test? Perhaps it is just your natural fear of being seen to be doing the wrong thing that makes you think you are culturally not allowed to leave. The logic and fairness of averaging out your hours over a number of weeks is surely impregnable. If you really feel you have to talk to your boss about it, then say something like this: ‘I worked 65 hours last week, and most other people worked 50. If I work 35 this week—obviously I’ll stay longer if there are things I need to get done—and they do another 50-hour week then we’ll be even. We will have all worked hard for the company over that two-week period. If anyone needs to contact me when I’m not here I will have my mobile phone and I will check my email.’

 


It is very common for people who have jobs that ebb and flow to put in when they have to, but to feel shy about taking the time back when things are quiet.



 

We have a natural reluctance to even the ledger and the result is that we end up short-changing ourselves. The effect of this is that, when work ebbs and flows, the employer benefits in ways they wouldn’t if work was consistent. And the employee loses out. It’s all very well for the boss to get up at a meeting and praise those working long hours and tell every one what a sterling job they did, but if you are reading this book what you really want is time.

becoming less busy

What about jobs that have flows but no ebbs? That is, those that have a period of extreme, intense busyness followed by another period of extreme, intense busyness. What if you have a job that has no quiet times?

Try to work out why you are so busy. If your job has expanded, then where has the expansion come from? Has the job expanded from the initial job description you signed up to do? How? What tasks are taking up most of your time? Is there a lot of management involved? Break your job down into all its different parts and do an audit to find out which bits take the most time.

If you have a job that is busy, busy, busy, don’t despair. There are things you can do.

delegating

One thing you may be able to do to autonomously reduce your workload is to delegate more.

Do you find delegating easy, or are you reluctant to do it? Do you pass what work you can downwards, or do you find excuses to hang on to it and do it yourself? If you are something of a perfectionist, or someone who likes to keep close control of things, you may be a bad delegater.

Many people turn manageable jobs into ones that dominate their entire lives purely by being unable or unwilling to delegate. This failure not only unbalances their life, but can also harm, rather than benefit, the business. Delegating is a fantastic way to reduce your workload. It can be a win/win because often those to whom you delegate feel excited by the extra responsibility, thrive on it and grow professionally. And if some are unable to handle the delegated tasks, then the company has learnt something valuable about them, and the work can be quickly channelled elsewhere.

Delegating is also good business. Generally those who are delegated to are paid less than those who do the delegating. If a task is capable of being delegated but isn’t, it generally costs the company money. For example, if Sonya is paid $30 per hour and does a task that Daniel, who is paid $20 an hour, could do just as easily, unless Sonya does it one and a half times quicker than Daniel, Sonya is incurring extra and unnecessary costs by refusing to delegate.

Another advantage of delegation is that it builds a workforce who are being tested and given extra responsibility, rather than stagnating in unchanging roles. For the delegatee, being given the responsibility of taking care of new work for the boss can feel almost like getting a promotion (except they don’t get any more money).

You may be unwilling to delegate for several reasons. You may think that by the time you have taught the delegatee how to do the task properly and fixed all their mistakes, it would have been quicker to do the task yourself. That may be true in the short term, but not in the long run.

 


There will be a start-up cost in time, but delegating is an investment that will soon save you hours.



 

To minimise the chances of things going wrong, carefully pick the people to whom you delegate. Don’t automatically delegate to the next most senior person. Select those who demonstrate the skills needed to do the task, and who seem ambitious and keen to take on extra responsibility. If you find that some delegatees are not up to doing the task, stop delegating to them and try others.

You may also be reluctant to delegate because you fear others will do the task too well, and thus expose you as being replaceable. Why teach someone to do important parts of your job? Soon they’ll want the whole damn thing! This is normal workplace insecurity and paranoia. Teaching subordinates new tasks, and keeping their minds occupied, will usually build their loyalty and respect.

There’s a common psychological reason why many of us are reluctant to delegate. We are control freaks. We want to control everything. Often what lies beneath this is our desperate desire to feel important. ‘No! You cannot address those envelopes! What if you get one wrong and a letter goes to the wrong place? I’m sorry, but it is only I who can be trusted to do this very important task.’

If you think there are many parts of your job that simply cannot be delegated, make sure that this really is the case, and that this is not just some illusion you have created to make yourself feel important. Make yourself justify why particular tasks can’t be delegated. Delegate one and see what happens. Perhaps others actually are capable of correctly addressing envelopes.

8 out of 10 is a distinction

One reason you may be working too many hours is that you may think that everything you do has to be done perfectly. That of course will make you a good employee, and one who is valued and probably promoted. But what impact does this attitude have on the rest of your life?

In almost every other aspect of out lives, we do not demand perfection. When we cook, play sport, clean the house and do hundreds of other things we accept that life is tricky, time is short and that giving a task a good go is going to have to be good enough. At school, 8 out of 10 was a very good mark, and at university 80 per cent will get you a distinction and 85 per cent a high distinction. When we raise our children, we accept that no one is a perfect parent. We try our hardest, we do our best, but sometimes we do things less than perfectly.

And yet at work many of us strive for perfection. We get a task 85 per cent right in an hour, and then spend another hour trying to improve it to being 100 per cent right. Maybe we get to 93 per cent. Whatever we get up to, it is obvious that that second hour is far less productive than the first.

If you are someone who always strives for perfection at work, I am not suggesting you should adopt a slap-dash approach. Quality is good. However, if you want to use your time efficiently, then you should think about how much value that striving actually adds.

 


Is making your work 5 per cent better really worth it if that means it takes 35 per cent more time?



 

Ask yourself why you are striving for perfection. Is it really because anything less will not be acceptable to your clients and bosses? It may be, but it may also be because you are a perfectionist, and you are adding value that is not needed, and is not appreciated. Or you may be doing it because you feel insecure about your position in the organisation. If you are on some form of trial or on probation, or new to the organisation, then you may have a good reason to feel you need to ensure all your work is of perfect quality, but otherwise perhaps what you are feeling is paranoia. You may be able to loosen up a bit.

I am not suggesting you should do crap work, just that you should accept that nothing is ever perfect. We are all human, so don’t judge yourself by unrealistically high standards. Do your best in a reasonable amount of time, but don’t double the time you spend on a task to improve the quality of work in a tiny way if no one is really going to notice or care. If the quality of your work decreases a small amount and you get an extra hour and a half at home each day is that a win or a loss?

glamourless travel

Travel is one of the great time eaters. Work-related travel is hugely overused, and a concept that is very last century. We still have this idea that to talk properly to someone you need to be in the same room as them, and so we spend countless hours in planes, trains and automobiles, travelling to places to talk face to face. And because it took us such an age and effort to get there, we feel compelled to stretch out the time of the meeting with small talk and other non-essentials. If you travel interstate for an hour-long meeting the whole day is taken up getting there and back. Often the same result could have been achieved with a 30-minute phone call or video conference. Similarly, if you live in the city, going to an hour-long face-to-face meeting across town can end up taking half the day.

Yes, you can work on the plane or in a taxi but much travel time is inevitably wasted time. If your job includes a lot of travel, it’s time to do some maths. Audit the last few meetings you travelled for. How much time was spent travelling and how much time was spent in the meeting? And what did all that time actually achieve? Usually the travel takes longer than the meeting, often several times as long. Is it really worth it? Sometimes there are advantages in face-to-face communication, but do you need to do it as often as you do? How often is it worth the cost in time—the one, two, four or six hours of travelling? Maybe if there is a big problem in your relationship with a client and you need to look meaningfully into their eyes and tell them that you are sorry and you still love them and please, please, please can you still have their business, then you should have a face-to-face meeting. But most travel-related work isn’t that dramatic or necessary.

Yes, business is all about relationships but I have had very good working relationships that have gone on for years with people I have never met face to face. Having a good working relationship is really about each party being satisfied that the other is doing their job properly. Ultimately, clients will judge you on your work, not on how many face-to-face meetings you have with them or whether you remember the names of their kids.

If you can reduce the amount of travel you do, you will save a lot of time. And even if the idea of a job involving lots of travel sounds glamorous, remember this: it hardly ever is. Very rarely is the place you get to go called Paris.

More and more businesses are now trying to reduce their carbon footprint and run themselves in a sustainable way, which means that they are trying to reduce the amount of travel, especially air travel, undertaken by employees. So it’s a good time to be looking at ways of reducing the amount of travel you do. You are likely to get a more sympathetic response than you would have a few years ago. You may be able to make the case to your boss that travel for work is expensive, an inefficient use of time and environmentally unfriendly.

Ten years ago, a company whose employees reduced the amount of travel they undertook may have been seen by clients as decreasing their level of service, but now a company whose employees travel less often may be seen as environmentally responsible.

While on the subject of travel, what work-related travel does every single person with a regular job undertake 10 times a week? The answer, of course, is travelling to and from work. We’ve discussed ways in which you can use that travel time efficiently, but you might also like to think about ways you can reduce your commuting time. Consider Bartholomew and Gertrude. It takes Bartholomew 15 minutes to get to work, and it takes Gertrude an hour to get to work. If they work for the same length of time, Bartholomew has an hour and a half more free time than Gertrude each day, and seven and a half hours more free time per week.

If you sleep eight hours a night, that is 56 hours a week. If you are at work for another, say, 44 hours, then you have 68 hours of (theoretically) free time a week. If it takes you 45 minutes to get to work and another 45 to get home, that is an hour and a half a day, seven and a half hours per week, and over 11 per cent of your total weekly free time spent commuting! If you are at work longer than 44 hours a week, the percentage of your free time taken up by commuting is even greater. If you can reduce your travel time, then every single day you will have more free time. Every day you will be able to leave later for work and get home earlier.

There are three ways that you can reduce your travel time. You can travel more quickly (which is usually impossible, or at least illegal). You can change the location of where you work. Or you can change the location of where you live.

There are, of course, many reasons why you may be reluctant to move home or move work. If you live in a city, in particular, moving closer to work may mean you can’t get as much land or as nice a home as you could if you lived further away. That’s a bummer but at least consider it. What is more valuable—the extra land and the nicer house, or the extra hour a day you have to spend in them or in some other way?

Alternatively, maybe you could get a job similar to your current position but nearer your home. Many workplaces that have traditionally been located in the city are now moving to the suburbs, so the idea that if you do a particular type of job you have to work in the CBD is not always true anymore.

If you can save half an hour each way, to and from work, that’s an hour a day, five hours a week and 230 hours per year (48 five-day weeks minus 10 public holidays). To put it another way, each year you would save the equivalent of 28 and a half eight-hour days, or four entire working weeks.

the never emptying in-tray

Some people are able to increase their efficiency and productivity and so get through the day’s urgent tasks quicker, and yet are unable to use those gains to improve their work/life balance. They find that the extra time they have is eaten up by non-urgent, long-term tasks that seem to be always there in the background waiting for a spare moment. Many jobs have them. Those things you don’t need to do right now, but know that you should do. For a tradesperson it may be cleaning out the truck, or maintaining tools; for an office worker it may be completing some sort of review of staff or work practices, or completing a long-term project.

 


Many jobs have fall-back work that seems designed to sponge up any free time.



 

It is seemingly designed to create guilt whenever we are about to take advantage of the fact we have worked hard and productively, and leave early.

The first question to ask about this sort of work is ‘How important is it?’ If it can wait when you are busy, why can’t it wait when you are not busy? Take a hard look at all the tasks that fit into this category of work, and prioritise them. When do they really need to be done by? Do they really need to be done at all? Do they really need to be done by you, or could you delegate them?

Work out what needs to be done by you, when it needs to be done by, and then estimate how long each task will take. This can be hard to do accurately, but have a go. If a project must be completed in three months’ time, and if you work steadily on it, do you need to spend one hour a week or three hours a week to get it done on time? And do you need to do the work at work? Long-term projects are often good things to take home and do in the evening.

One of the most insidious effects of long-term non-urgent work is that it eats away at you. It’s always there at the back of your mind, and when the panic of getting urgent things done in time eases momentarily, the peace you deserve is undermined by the nagging guilt and anxiety you feel about these other projects you are ignoring. If you make a plan to tackle them gradually and steadily, that guilt and anxiety should recede. You don’t need to feel guilty anymore, because you have a plan. You don’t need to worry anymore, because if you follow the plan you will get the project done.

a cry for help

If you have increased your productivity, rearranged your workday and delegated what you can and are still overworked, then it is time to think about talking to your boss about it. Of course you are reluctant to do this because everyone at work is supposed to be keen as mustard to do whatever it takes to make this one-big-happy-family-of-a-company the best damn pencil supplier/advertising agency/plumbing business/IT consultancy/whatever it is in the known universe. And you feel that by raising the fact that you are overworked with your boss you will not only be letting down the company and your fellow workers (because, after all, it is they who will have to pick up the slack) but also virtually guaranteeing that your file will be marked ‘Not Committed Enough To Make It To The Top … DO NOT PROMOTE EVER AGAIN’.

Once again, I feel your pain. But get over it.

 


If your job has grown, or has always been bigger than a normal-sized job, and you want to change it, you have every right to speak to your employer about it.



 

It is perfectly legitimate for an employee to be concerned about being overworked, and there are ways of doing it that maximise the chances that your employer will see your plea as being perfectly legitimate, and not a whinge from someone who hasn’t got what it takes.

Before you have the conversation with your boss, assess your bargaining power. The strength of your bargaining power is determined by how much your employer values you, and how much they want to keep you. It is also determined by how much you want or need to keep the job. One strategy you could consider, before you embark on a campaign to improve your work/life balance, is to first work at increasing your bargaining power. Put your head down and work really hard for a few months. I don’t necessarily mean work long hours, I mean work productively and hard while you are there and do good work. Do what you can to make yourself a valued member of the organisation. The more valuable you are, the stronger your bargaining position.

If you are new to the organisation, don’t have much responsibility and do a job that lots of other people could do, then your bargaining power may be relatively weak. If you have been with the organisation a while, have a good relationship with management, a proven record of performance, and experience and skills that may be hard to replace, then your bargaining position will be relatively strong.

Next, formulate a plan to reduce your workload. If you simply present your problem to your boss, it then becomes one extra problem for them, and not necessarily one they will give priority to. You will be putting your boss in a position where he or she will need to invest time and energy to work out a solution. A better approach is to try to work out the solution yourself. When you talk to the boss, first outline your problem, and then suggest a possible solution. Like most people, bosses hate problems and love solutions—and if you suggest a solution you will maximise the chance that they will act quickly.

How do you work out the solution? If your job has recently grown, could some of the work that has become your responsibility be redirected elsewhere? Are there others who the work could easily fall to who are not as overworked as you are? Is part of the reason that you are overworked that someone else has left the organisation and not been replaced, leaving you to pick up the slack? If so, then couldn’t that extra work be spread more evenly among a larger number of people?

Are there parts of your job that could neatly be hived off elsewhere without creating any sort of administrative tangle, or parts that might fit neatly somewhere else? Are you doing work that could easily be done by less senior employees, but which you cannot, for some reason, presently delegate? If so you can make a good economic case to hive off that work. (‘Why pay me $X per hour to do it when you could be paying someone else less to do it?’)

Does your job have too much travel? How could that be reduced? Can you make more use of phone calls and video conferencing?

Are you responsible for your own increased workload? Have you been empire-building, looking for opportunities to increase your areas of influence and responsibility? If so, perhaps the solution is to do some empire-shrinking and return some of those responsibilities to whence they came.

When you talk to the boss make sure the first thing you do is to reaffirm your commitment to your job and to the company. Make it clear you wouldn’t raise the fact that you are overworked unless it was a real problem. Explain why it is a problem and how the problem has arisen as objectively as possible. If your job has grown, explain how that has happened. For example, ‘My position used to have responsibility for the northern district, but six months ago it also became responsible for the western district. So the workload has nearly doubled.’ Or ‘Our company’s sales have increased by 28 per cent in the last year which means my job is now responsible for getting 28 per cent more nails out into the shops.’ Or you might say: ‘My job has always been busy and I’ve never minded before. But now I have two kids and it’s very important to me that I am not a weekend-only father. So while the job isn’t any busier, I’d like to arrange things so that they are less demanding.’

 


Try to build your case as unemotionally as possible, and with as many facts as you can muster.



 

You don’t want the boss to think you are a lazy whinger, but that you have a legitimate problem that something needs to be done about.

Next, outline the things you have formulated that will reduce your workload. Make as clear and logical a case for them as possible. Focus on how the changes you are suggesting could help the business. Probably the best you can hope for is the boss’s commitment to think about it, but don’t let your suggestion be put on the back burner. If you haven’t heard back in a few days, then politely ask how things are progressing. Keep gently reminding them that this is an issue that is important to you and cannot be sidestepped, until they give you an answer. Ultimately, a refusal to say yes or no is just the same as saying no.

what if the boss says no?

What if you need to seek the boss’s approval to implement some new work/life balance strategies, you plan out these strategies so that they will, you believe, offer real benefits to you, and enable you to do your job just as well as you have done it before, but then your boss says no?

Well, that’s a problem.

As much as you can, get them to be as specific as possible about their reasons for saying no. In Chapter 7 we will look at a host of objections employers can raise to work/life balance strategies, and the counter-arguments for each of them. The more specific you can get your boss to be about their objections, the easier it will be for you to refute them.

It’s also tactically important to do this. While many employers will be (sensibly) open to the sort of work/life balance strategies we have discussed (and others we will discuss later), others won’t be. Some just don’t like the idea. They may be inherently suspicious of anyone who wants a life outside work, they may be very concerned about the effects of any work/life balance strategies on their company, or on the performance of their division, or they may be inherently conservative and wary of change. They may even be bitter and twisted because they have never balanced their own life.

What’s most likely is that there are mixed reasons for their suspicion of your proposal. Part of their wariness may be based on a genuine and legitimate concern for the welfare of the business. But mixed in with that may be an inherent conservatism or an inflexible unwillingness to try out these sorts of new ideas. To put it another way, the reasons for their objections may be a mixture of both the rational and the irrational.

However, if you are persistent in trying to get your boss to be as specific as possible about his or her objections to any of your ideas, then they will usually have to jettison their waffly and irrational reasons, and give you specific things that you can try to refute. Try to break their big, nebulous objections down into as many small and specific bits as possible. Then you can go through those small, specific objections one by one and demonstrate how you will ensure each one won’t present a problem.

It’s a lot easier to come back with a counter-argument to ‘We’re worried that the client will feel disconnected’ than it is to refute ‘We just don’t think it will work.’

For example, if the boss says he is concerned that your idea of rearranging your workday to do more work in the office and less at home may have a negative effect on the business, you could say, ‘I understand that would be a concern. What are the ways you think it might have a negative impact?’

‘Well, there could be communication problems for one.’

‘What sort of problems? Do you mean with other staff, or with clients?’

‘Both, potentially.’

‘Okay, any other ways in which you think it could have a negative impact on the business?’

‘What if you’re needed in an emergency?’

‘If I leave early I’ll always be available by email and mobile.’

‘But we might need you here.’

‘Okay. I’m just trying to think of a situation where that might be necessary. When being available on the phone at, say, 5.30 p.m. wouldn’t be good enough. Is there a situation you have in mind?’

If you continue to politely probe your boss about their reservations then you can walk away from the meeting, not with the result you wanted, but with a series of specific and exhaustive objections to it. Before the conversation finishes ask the boss if he or she is sure all their objections have been outlined. Are there any more? Give them every opportunity to get them all on the table.

Ask for some time to consider their objections. You may want to let them know that as far as you are concerned the issue is not closed. ‘Okay, as I understand it, the two concerns you have about what I have proposed is that clients may feel disconnected and there may be breakdowns in communication with other staff. I understand that. Let me think about some ways I can make you feel more comfortable about that and then we can talk again next week.’

Then go away and work out how to refute them all. Assess whether you think they have a genuine point with any or all of their objections. If so, what can you do to solve the problem and make them feel more comfortable? Build as strong a case as possible, taking each objection one at a time. Try to see things from their point of view, and take on every specific case they have mentioned where they think a problem could arise. It may be that there is an objection that the boss has raised that you hadn’t thought of and can’t figure out a way to solve. If there is, then try to adjust your plans so that that problem is solved, while still retaining as much of your plan as you can.

Once you have formulated as thorough and detailed a reply to the boss’s objections as possible, ask for another meeting and go through them all, outlining your reasons why you think no problem will be caused. Suggest that if they are still uncertain, you trial the new arrangements for a month or two to see how they go.

If you still get a ‘no’, things get tricky. If you honestly think that you have given a thorough and considered response to all the objections your boss had, and that a fair-minded person would see that what you are proposing is not going to have any negative effect on either your boss or the business, then you may well be being stone-walled by a person, or a workplace culture, that simply does not like the idea of adjusting their work practices in any way to suit employees, even if it has no adverse effects on the business.

 


There are, unfortunately, plenty of workplaces that do not seem to understand that one of the greatest determinants of the success of a business is the attitude of its employees.



 

If they are happy, they work hard and well, and the business benefits. If an employee believes that their employer has listened to them and tried to help them, they usually feel a debt of gratitude and loyalty that is repaid in highly motivated, good quality work. If, however, they feel that their employer is inflexible and will not move an inch to accommodate them, they will resent it, and morale and, inevitably, quality of work will suffer. It sounds simple but unfortunately not everyone gets it.

If you thoroughly respond to your employer’s concerns and get another ‘no’, try to work out whether the problem is the specific person you are dealing with, or the place as a whole. Or both. If it’s just the specific person then you may want to consider going over their head. If you do, I think it’s good practice to tell your boss that is what you intend to do. That way, you are not doing anything underhand, or going behind his or her back. You can tell your boss that you understand that they have made their decision, but that you don’t really understand why what you are proposing is a problem, and that therefore you are going to speak to someone further up the foodchain about it. Obviously you will need to think about any political implications this may have for you, but if you are just being roadblocked by someone who is being unreasonable then it may be worth a try.

If, however, you feel you are being blocked by the culture of the place that you work in, that is harder to change. Some workplaces have at some stage made a conscious or unconscious decision that instead of employing, say, 100 people all earning $X a year, they will take on the same amount of work but only employ, say, 75 people, all of whom will earn more (e.g. $X plus a third a year). In such workplaces everyone is busy, almost everyone is overworked, and it is normal to work late into the evening and on weekends. Employees earn good money but they pay for it by having to spend more time working.

Workplaces like this could, if they had the desire, fairly simply decide to cut their cake into more pieces. That is, employ more people to do the same amount of work and pay everyone a little less. Why don’t they? The answer an outsider would guess at would be that those working there couldn’t afford the pay cut, but that is not always the case. In fact, there are many industries in which salaries are relatively high where the practice of loading up a smaller number of employees with huge amounts of work is common.

Many who work for these high-earning, long-working companies could, with a few adjustments, continue to comfortably survive on a somewhat smaller salary. So I guess the reason they don’t cut the cake into smaller pieces is that those working there—or at least those making the decisions—are happy to trade more of their time for more money. Or because those working there accept, without really questioning things, that the way things are is the way things have to be. The status quo rules, not because it has been found to be the way that most people want to do things, but simply because it is the status quo and people are unwilling to do anything to challenge or change it.

If you honestly feel that, for this or some other reason, your employer is just not going to be interested in making any concessions that can help you to improve your work/life balance (even if those changes don’t have any negative effect on your work), then it may be time to think about looking for another job. We will discuss this further in Chapter 8.


chapter 6  
is
your
income
negotiable?

NONE of the rebalancing ideas in the book so far have even contemplated a reduction in income. But now it is time to have a look at how negotiable your income is.

money

Everyone needs it, everyone wants more of it. It’s the same with time. Work is what happens when we trade time for money. What we need to figure out is whether we would like to change the amount of time we are trading. Specifically, whether we would like to trade a bit less of our time, and so earn a bit less money. We have previously discussed ways that you can spend less time earning the same amount of money. Now let’s discuss ways you can alter your terms of trade so that you get back some time in return for reducing your income.

A lot of people’s first instinct is to dismiss the idea of working a bit less, because they think that they couldn’t get by on any less money than they now earn, and that may be true for many. But before you decide it’s true for you, just do a little maths.

how valuable is your time?

To work out how valuable your time currently is, divide your annual after-tax income by 52. (Make sure it’s the after-tax figure because the before-tax figure is baloney. Salaries are always described in before-tax dollars, and that can mislead us into feeling richer than we actually are. If your before-tax salary is $65,000 a year and someone asked you how much you earned, you would say $65,000. But you don’t. After tax, the amount of money you get is a lot less.)

 

So in assessing income let’s stick to after-tax dollars. Now divide your weekly take home pay by the average number of hours you work a week. That, my friend, is what you are worth an hour.

 

For example, George’s annual salary after tax is $46,800 a year. That means his weekly take home pay after tax is $900. He works an average of 50 hours a week, which means he gets paid $18 an hour. Janette’s annual salary after tax is $78,000, so she earns $1500 a week. She works 60 hours a week, which means her wage works out as $25 dollars an hour. Harry also earns $78,000 after tax a year but he only works 40 hours a week. He gets paid $37.50 an hour.

 

Once you have worked out how much you are paid an hour, relax and start to dream a little. Forget what is practical, forget what is possible, forget that your boss thinks that work/life balance means driving your wife to the hospital when she’s in labour, dropping her off and then returning to work. Forget all that. Just imagine how you would ideally like to rebalance your life. Would you work less? If so, how much less? Do you like your job? What, besides money, do you get from your job? Self-worth, satisfaction, stress, boredom? What are all the things it gives you?

income

Work out how much of your time you currently trade for money. Is it 40 hours, 50 hours or 60 hours each week? Then ask yourself this. Given the amount of after-tax dollars you earn an hour, would you like to change the terms of your existing trade? For example, if you work 55 hours each week and earn $25 after tax an hour, would you sacrifice, say, $125 a week if it meant you could work five hours less a week (or an hour less each day)?

Or, if you work 48 hours a week and earn $20 an hour after tax, would you be prepared to earn $140 (after tax) a week less, if it meant you could definitely work seven fewer hours?

Sit with these ideas for a while, and slowly work out what you’d like your life to look like. Would you like to be working five days a week, or four or three? Would you like to be working eight or 10 hours a day? Would you prefer to be working from home more, or do you like keeping your work out of the home?

If you pay for childcare, what does that cost? Keep thinking of your income in after-tax dollars so you can make a realistic assessment of the proportion of your income that childcare costs.

Also factor in other costs that going to work incurs. What are the transport costs? Do you spend more on coffee, snacks and lunch on workdays than you do when you are at home? Add the cost of childcare, transport, food and drink, and any other expenses work creates on a daily basis. Subtract the result from what you earn in a day and the result is how much you really earn for a day’s work.

If someone asked you what you earned a day, your first answer may be to divide your gross weekly income by 5. Say that gave a result of $400 a day. To get closer to the real figure you would need to divide your after-tax weekly income by 5, which would give you a result of about $290, and then subtract from that figure the amount of money it cost you to do a day’s work. For example:

the cost of a day’s work



	childcare

	$65




	transport (train and/or bus fare or petrol and tolls)

	$5




	cost of coffee and lunch (over and above the amount they would cost if you were at home)

	$14




	TOTAL

	$84





 

In this example, an after-tax daily income of $290 is reduced, once necessary working expenses of $84 are deducted, to only $206. Now $206 is nothing to be sneezed at, but it’s a lot less than the before-tax figure of $400.

A question a person in the above financial position might like to ask themselves is this: if it were possible, would I reduce my income by $206 a week, if it meant that I could work one less day a week? Maybe if you asked yourself this question your answer would be a straight out ‘No, I couldn’t afford it’, but maybe it wouldn’t be. In any event, you would be asking yourself the right question. The wrong question to ask is whether you could live on $400 less a week, because while that may be your gross income for a day’s work, your net income is a lot less.

At first the idea of working one day less a week seems like it would lead to a big drop in income. But when you do the maths, you may not lose nearly as much as you think. Also remember that we have a progressive income tax system, which means that higher earners are taxed at a higher rate than lower earners. So if you work four days a week instead of five and your before-tax income falls by 20 per cent, it may be that your after-tax income will fall by less than 20 per cent, perhaps substantially less.

expenditure

Think about your expenses, but remember that time trades off against money. So the higher your expenses, the more hours you have to work each week to pay for them. If you can cut your expenses, then you may find it possible to cut the number of days you have to work each week.

Ask yourself:


	What are your expenses now, and how close are they to your after-tax income?

	Are you just scraping by, or is your after-tax income comfortably higher than your weekly expenses?

	If your income is higher than your expenses, where is the overflow going? Into your mortgage? Or into non-specific savings? To a holiday fund for the end of the year?



For many people, any income ‘overflow’ goes into the mortgage. The conventional wisdom is that you should pump everything you have into your mortgage and get it paid off as quickly as possible. It’s a psychologically attractive option, as we feel a sense of accomplishment and relief at ridding ourselves of debt. But let me challenge it. If you have a 25-year mortgage and manage to pay it off in 15 years by working hard and throwing all your spare money at it, that’s great. You then have financial security and more disposable income to do what you want with. But, by then the kids may have nearly grown up. Many people get a mortgage and kids at around the same time, and after 15 years of paying off the mortgage, the kids are getting big.

What if, instead of throwing all the money you could at the mortgage, you instead changed from working full-time to working part-time, four days a week, thus reducing your income by 20 per cent, and made just the minimum monthly repayments and paid off your mortgage over the full term of 25 years? As a result you would have one whole extra day a week with your kids when they were young. Isn’t that a tradeoff worth thinking about?

Have more of a think about your mortgage. Is it really big? Is it a huge monkey that is going to be on your back for the next 15 or 20 years, and which will make you scared to implement any strategy aimed at improving your work/life balance that could lead to a drop in income? Is what you get in return for having that big mortgage hanging over your head worth it? Is there a way of finding somewhere that you would like to live that doesn’t require such a big mortgage? What are the things you like about your home? Is it realistic to think about finding a similar home in a cheaper area? Or a less expensive home in the same area? If you could reduce your mortgage by doing this, what benefits could flow from that? Would it allow you to work less?

Do you live in the city? Does your job require you to live in the city? If not, then are you just living in the city because you have always lived in the city? What would be the advantages and disadvantages of living elsewhere where real estate is cheaper? Would there be lifestyle advantages? Less travel time? Would it be hard to move away from family and friends?

You may go through this analysis and decide that you don’t want to move, but at least then you will know you are living where you are with your big mortgage because you have made a conscious decision that it is the best thing for you to do, and not just because you can’t be bothered thinking about changing.

 


We are conditioned to raise our expenses up to the level of our income.



 

Whenever our income rises, there seems to be a whole lot of extra things we think we should spend the extra money on. A better car, a better TV, better cheese, more expensive social outings. It’s worth thinking about our expenses because they cost money and money costs us time. Put simply, the higher your expenses, the more you have to work.

Part-time work is becoming more and more popular, and more and more available, and the great advantage of working part-time is, of course, that you have more free time. The disadvantage is that you earn less money. So, if you are contemplating working fewer days, the first thing you need to work out is whether you could still live as good a life as you live now if you earned less money. Are there some ways in which you could, relatively painlessly, cut your expenses?

Next time you go shopping for food, think about how hard it would be to feed the family if you had 10 per cent less money. Or 20 per cent. What would you miss out on? Important stuff? Or just chocolate biscuits and posh ice-cream?

Do you send your kids to a private school? If they went to a public school, how would that change your financial equation? Think about the advantages and disadvantages. How good are the nearby public schools? How do you trade off the benefits a private school education may bring against the extra time parents have to be absent to pay for it? Which is going to be more beneficial for the kids in the long run—attending a private school, or having their parents pick them up more often from a public one? There are no easy answers but, again, it’s worth thinking about.

How much do you spend on alcohol? What are your other luxuries? DVDs? Books? I’m not trying to wreck your fun, I just don’t want you to get to the end of your life and think, ‘Well, I drank a lot of nice wine, and bought a book a week, but maybe if I had drunk less booze and visited the free library more often, I could have worked a day less a week and had extra time hanging out with my kids.’

How much do you spend a year on holidays? Could you spend less but still have as good a time? If you can cut expenses and as a result work less, your family will see more of you throughout the entire year.

Do you buy your kids expensive presents? Isn’t the best present you can give them your presence?

If you got $5000 a year less in income, what would happen? How would you cope? What expenses would you reduce?

It’s tempting to duck the whole question of expenses, to say to yourself that you don’t want to engage with it. But isn’t it worth thinking about? I don’t want to encourage you to be a penny-pincher, but if there are some simple ways that you can reduce expenditure that don’t impact on your quality of life, the pay-off may be that you can afford to work less. You might find that a bit of fairly painless belt-tightening—in which all you do is remove from your life some material things that aren’t very good for you anyway—can actually make such a significant difference that it will allow you to contemplate working one or two days less a week.

It may be worthwhile to keep a record of your expenses over a fortnight. Work out what percentage of your income you spend on rent or mortgage payments, food, alcohol, entertainment, etc. But a warning. Having a budget that is very tight can be stressful. Don’t assume that you will be able to comfortably cut your income by 20 or 30 per cent without trying it out. Before you make any moves to work less and reduce your income, try living off the reduced amount for a couple of weeks. Assess whether it is difficult or stressful. Would living off that amount of money every week decrease the quality of your life, and the enjoyment you got from it, notwithstanding the extra free time you had? And you need to factor in the possibility of rent or interest rate rises, and petrol price increases. There’s not much point having more free time if you are going to spend it worrying about not having enough money.

negotiating with partners and spouses

So far in this book I have assumed that you are able to assess things for yourself and make decisions for yourself. I have done this deliberately, because I believe that too many of us let things drift along. We often allow the status quo to continue, not because we have assessed it and found it unable to be improved upon, but just because the easiest thing is to do exactly the same today as we did yesterday.

When in a relationship, and especially when there are children, people often find they need to consult their spouse on pretty much every major, and most minor, decisions. In fact, with three young children in our house, my partner and I increasingly find ourselves asking each other ‘Is it okay if I have a quick shower now?’

If you are in a relationship and you want to work less and reduce your income, you need to discuss it with your spouse. You need to explain very clearly why you want to work less, what you want to do with the time and what you feel you are missing out on by working as much as you are. Your partner may of course be concerned about the drop in income and you will need to go through the financial analysis you have done and explain why you think you will cope financially. At the end of that discussion you may be on the same page, or you may not be. It’s easy for these issues to create tension and conflict, so go slowly. It may be wise to introduce the idea to your partner gradually over a number of days or weeks. If your partner understands that you are dissatisfied with your present arrangements, then they should want to help. If they don’t, then that’s a problem that is probably outside the scope of this book.

Try to understand any reservations your partner may have. They will be worried about your family’s financial security, and if you are the primary breadwinner, they may have a more accurate idea of the family’s weekly expenses than you do. Take it all in and look for a solution that satisfies you both. Such a solution may involve your partner returning to the workforce, or increasing their participation in it. That may be something they actually want to do, or at least are not opposed to.

The traditional approach of a couple with children has been to over-specialise. In the old days, and still often today, one partner—usually the woman—did all the child raising and work at home and none of the income-producing work, while the other—usually the man—did all the income-producing work and not much of the work at home or the raising of children (except on weekends). There are several historical reasons why things developed in that way, but none of those reasons were about creating families full of people who were maximising the satisfaction and happiness they were getting out of life.

If one partner does all the paid work, then even if they find that work interesting, they either yearn for more time with their family, or suppress those urges and run the risk of becoming emotionally cut off. Inevitably there will be many times when the rest of the family is together and they are absent, at work. Whether they are aware of it or not, they miss out.

The partner who spends more time at home can feel undervalued, and that they are, in turn, missing out on some of the satisfactions paid work can offer. Even if they find their role satisfying they may feel as if they have put their life on hold for their children, and later when their children grow older, find that they lack the confidence and connections to re-enter the workforce in a satisfying way.

 


This type of specialisation within families—one partner doing the paid work, the other running the home—may make sense economically, but it doesn’t make sense emotionally.



 

What makes us fully realised, well-rounded and multi-faceted people is variety. A bit of this, a bit of that. Being able to mix some form of satisfying work with plenty of time with your family is, I believe, far more likely to produce a happy and satisfied life than concentrating solely on one or the other.

If a family with two adults has a total of five working days per week, what is the sense in all five of those days being done by just one of the adults? Wouldn’t everyone be better off if they were shared between both? Wouldn’t it be good for both the adults, and the kids as well?

Just for a minute think about it theoretically. Don’t cut your thoughts off because you think such an arrangement would be hard or impossible to implement. Again, first imagine what you want. Then we can worry about how you get it.

You might think that sharing duties around more evenly sounds nice but is hard to put into practice. How does the partner who has given up paid work to concentrate on the kids re-enter the workforce? What if the partner currently working full-time is going to earn a lot more per day than the partner who will be returning to work? And what if part-time work is not available in the job you do?

Getting back into the workforce can be tricky too and not something I intend writing about in detail in this book. However, I would say that you should get it out there that you are eager to return. Talk to former employers, talk to friends in the industry you want to work in, talk in fact to anyone you know (or even anyone that someone that you know knows) in the industry to let it be known that you are ready, willing and eager. Sow the seeds. Follow up every connection you have and let people know what sort of work you want and how much.

If the partner who is working full-time is going to be on a higher daily wage than the partner returning to work, that is just another thing you have to factor in to the calculations you do. You might have to consider increasing the number of days worked per week (for example, changing from Bob doing five and Jill none, to Bob doing three and Jill doing three, or Bob doing four and Jill doing one and a half). Play around with the various combinations, work out how much money you will earn from each one (taking into account childcare and other work-related expenses) and see which model will suit you best.

You and your partner might realise during this process that you want different things. For example, your partner may be quite content not working, and may not want to re-enter the workforce, whereas you may want to work less. Obviously you need to work this out together, but if you feel you have been missing out on time with your kids because you have been at work, I believe you have a strong case to put in regard to adjusting that arrangement. That said, it doesn’t really matter who has a good case. What matters is whether you and your partner can agree on something workable.


chapter 7  
rebalancing
when your
income
may be
negotiable

part-time work

YOU may think that, for you, assessing whether you can afford to work less and how that would impact on your partner and family is a purely academic exercise because you have one of those jobs that just can’t be done part-time. How can an IT manager of a big company, or an architect or a lawyer work part-time? It’s a nice idea but the world just doesn’t work that way. Right? Wrong. Any job can be done part-time. There may be cultural and organisational obstacles, but there is not a job in the world that is inherently impossible to do part-time. Even prime minister or president of a country. It would be tricky, I grant you that, but there is no inherent reason why two people couldn’t job-share the top job. Sure, they would have to agree on a lot, but as long as they were pretty simpatico about their principles and ideas, and stayed in constant contact, there is no reason why one couldn’t oversee things from Sunday to Wednesday and the other do Thursday to Saturday. There would be problems, but they could be overcome.

In my time I have been a part-time lawyer, and I was also one of the first people who held a five-day-a-week presenting position on ABC local radio to negotiate a four-day working week. Becoming a part-time radio announcer was unusual, and it took a fair bit of thinking and talking by both me and my employer. But we worked through all the issues and got there.

If part-time work is something that appeals to you, why not go as far down the road as you can? It may be that you will be able to achieve it, or alternatively negotiate other conditions that suit you.

When considering working less, we always worry about what our employers and fellow workers will think of us, and whether we are letting them down. But look at it another way. If you are a medium to high income earner who has their expenses under control, and whose income exceeds their expenses, and you have young children, what is your justification for working long hours? What is your justification for working five days a week, if your family could be comfortable on four-fifths of your salary? Why are you depriving yourself and your family of more time together to earn money over and above what you need? Yes, the money will come in useful at some point, but if you don’t need it now, isn’t there some benefit in, at least for a little while, trading it in for more time?

You may also be concerned what effect working part-time would have on your career. Will it stall and end in a stale backwater? A person’s working life usually lasts about 40 or 50 years. That’s a long time. There is plenty of time for things to happen. Working part-time is not irreversible. You can do it for a few years and then return to work full-time. Say you worked three days a week for five years. That would mean that over your 40-year career you would be reducing your total workdays by just 4 or 5 per cent.

It’s tempting to think of a career as a race. As soon as we get a promotion to one position, we start coveting another one higher up the ladder. We have a tendency to live life in the future, always desiring more—more seniority, more salary, more challenge, more status. Don’t forget to live life now. Spending all your time wanting something that you haven’t got makes you, by definition, dissatisfied. Appreciate what you have now. There is plenty of time in the future to become a district manager or a branch supervisor.

 


Make sure you take full advantage of what life has to offer now, and if you are going to get more satisfaction and diversity in your life by working a bit less, and you can afford to do it, then why not give it a try?



 

There is a bigger question. What is your life for? Yes, there are stimulations and satisfactions that work can bring, many of them, but there is much more too. Yes, there is a sense of security that grows with earning as much income as you can, but there are other things you need to balance that feeling against. If you are in the fortunate position of being someone who doesn’t need to work five days a week to feed and house your family, and yet that is what you do, then this is a fair question: why are you doing it?

planning a part-time work arrangement

Now let’s get practical. How do you go about negotiating a part-time working arrangement? Again, the first step is to assess your bargaining power as outlined on page 147. As mentioned, it’s a good idea to precede any negotiation with a period of consistent hard work so that you build up a bank of goodwill with your employer and come to be seen by them as someone who is a good worker and a valuable member of the organisation. Someone, in short, who they want to keep.

Then work out how you think the part-time arrangement would work. How would you ideally structure it? Four days’ work? Three? Three days at work and one working from home? One and a half days working from home and two at the office? Be imaginative. You could suggest two days at work and another two days working just six hours a day from home, on the understanding that for the two days at home you will get paid only 75 per cent of a normal day’s pay.

Work out your preferred model and start with that. You may not get exactly what you want but you may as well start by asking for it.

Once you have arrived at your preferred model, think about how you could make it work—for you and your employer. How can you reduce your five-day job to one that is four days or three? Who will take up the slack? Will you need to suggest to your employer that they may need to take on an extra person on the days you are not working, or is your organisation of sufficient size that the additional work could be absorbed elsewhere? Do you need to investigate job-sharing? Perhaps you could find someone else who wants to work part-time and who does the same, or similar, work to you, and present the boss with a job-share proposal? That way, they will simply have to employ one additional full-time person to cover the new arrangement. Keep your ears open, and initiate a lot of casual conversations that touch on the area of work/life balance, and see if anyone else is thinking along the same lines as you. If you see someone else reading this book, that’s a clue.

 


If you have a choice of people you job-share with, pick someone who is reliable and responsible and who you think will have enough initiative to take on challenges and problems themselves, and not need to call you on your days off whenever something slightly tricky pops up.



 

Some people work better alone, others prefer to collaborate. If you are job-sharing, try to do it with someone who likes working alone. If you pick a collaborator, they will want to do lots of collaborating with you, probably at times when they are at work and you are at home, rather than vice versa. Avoid people who are always asking for help.

If there are other people in your organisation—or elsewhere—who work part-time, talk to them about how they figured it out. Get as much information as you can. Find out from others in your organisation how they approached the idea of part-time work with your employer and what were the main obstacles they had to overcome when implementing the arrangement.

Think about what changes you could make to turn your job into a part-time one. Which bits of work that you currently do could you get rid of if you worked part-time? Could you neatly transfer a quarter or a third of your duties to someone else? Is it a matter of reducing the number of clients you are responsible for?

What is going to happen on the days you are not at work? You need to present a plan to your employer that will convince them that their business can continue to operate just as well as it has done.

By the way, there are no hard and fast answers to all these questions. The answers will depend on the particular circumstances of the organisation you work in and the job you do. To answer them you need to apply the same skill and judgment that you exercise every day in doing your job.

The more specific the plan you present to your employer, the easier it will be for them to say yes. If you can convince them that all bases are covered and that their business will not suffer, they will be far more likely to okay your proposal than if the whole thing seems to them to be a leap into the unknown.

how to share work

If you are going to have to share work with others, either under a formal job-sharing arrangement or more informally, work through the communication issues with the other person before you talk to your employer. How are you going to ensure that the person or people you are sharing work with know what you are doing (and vice versa)? If you work Monday to Wednesday, and then someone else works Thursday and Friday, what is the best way to create a seamless handover? Perhaps you can send a reporting email to them before you leave on Wednesday, and they can send one to you that you can read on Monday morning.

Are you prepared to be available by phone on the days you are not working? I would recommend that you are, initially at least. Your main aim at this stage should be to get the plan up and running. Be prepared to invest some extra time in the first few months outside your official working days to get things running smoothly. That is when the new arrangement will be under the most scrutiny, and when problems are most likely to arise. Once it is running smoothly you can slowly reduce that extra time.

As far as possible, create a plan that minimises the formal and informal job-sharing you have to do. Try to create a plan where you remain solely responsible for all the work you do. This is preferable to arranging a plan where you and someone else are jointly responsible for the work. The reason is that, as much as possible, you want to be in control of whether your plan succeeds or fails. You don’t want the success of your part-time work plan to be dependent on someone else doing their job properly. If you are job-sharing and the person you are sharing with begins to underperform, it gives your employer an excuse to say that the whole thing isn’t working and to pull the plug. Then not only are you back to square one, but you now have an employer who has had a bad experience with flexible work arrangements, and so will be more reluctant to give them another go.

 


Devise a plan whose success or failure is as much within your control as possible.



 

Ask yourself if there is a neat way of reducing the full-time work you do to an amount you can do in three or four days. Is there a way of doing it that your employer will see as a simple and neat solution?

As you work through these issues, a good exercise is to put yourself in the shoes of the person who is going to say yay or nay to your part-time proposal. What do they care about? What sort of person are they? What do they like? What irritates them? If you were the boss, what would you be thinking if someone walked in and wanted to work part-time? What would your concerns be? What would convince you that the arrangement was worth trying?

Your boss is probably primarily concerned about the impact a part-time arrangement will have on the business. They will be afraid that it may create communication problems within the organisation, and that clients and others outside the organisation may experience a lack of continuity. They may just get a feeling that someone moving from full-time to part-time work will create hassles for them. They may think they will have to work out where the rest of your work goes, consider employing someone else to do the rest of your work, and deal with all sorts of communication breakdowns and messiness. Your boss will need to be convinced by you that you have sorted out all these issues.

Read Chapter 9, Why employers should encourage work/life balance. That should arm you with a few arguments to suggest that the part-time arrangement will not just be good for you, but will be good for the organisation as well.

making it happen: negotiating a part-time work arrangement

Once you have your arrangement as fully planned out as you can get it, try to anticipate as many of your employer’s objections as possible, and work out your responses to them. Remember, your boss is likely to be scared your new arrangements will negatively impact on the business. Work out how to convince him or her it won’t.

Pick the time that you propose your part-time work arrangement carefully. When you start thinking about working part-time, you may get impatient to make it happen as soon as possible. However, wait until you have thoroughly thought through all the problems that could arise and worked out solutions to them. As previously discussed, it’s also a good idea to put your head down for a few months beforehand, work hard, and put yourself in a position where you are seen as a diligent, valuable and productive employee. Ideally, pick a time to negotiate that is just after you have been praised, or received a favourable performance review or salary rise. The more they want to keep you, the stronger your bargaining position.

Negotiating a part-time arrangement can be tricky. Request a meeting with the person who can make it happen. There’s not much point talking to anyone else. Of course, managers often have to clear any part-time arrangements with someone above them, but you should be able to work out who the main person you need to convince is.

Before the meeting, think about your own bottom line. What will you do if your proposal is rejected? Say ‘drats’ and go back to work, or consider leaving? You don’t need to definitively answer this question before you negotiate, but it’s good to think about it. If the answer is obvious to you, then it can influence your negotiation.

In the meeting begin by outlining the positive things you feel about work. Tell your boss why you like your job, and why you want to keep it. Tell them why it is important to you and give an example of something you really like about the organisation. Talk in a way that makes it clear that what you are saying is important. Beginning this way signals that whatever it is you are about to raise is a big deal. Your boss might start thinking that you are about to resign, or that there is a major issue. You will get his or her attention. Later, when you let them know that all you want is to work one or two days less, they might even be relieved that that is all it is.

 


Starting the conversation by talking about how much you value your job and how much you want to stay also, very subtly, raises the possibility that that will not necessarily be what happens.



 

This is really important. If, once you put your part-time proposal, your employer thinks that their choice is between you working five days a week, and you working four days a week, it is easy for them to think that they would much prefer you to be there five days a week. But if you can subtly raise in their mind the possibility that their choice may actually be between you working four days a week and you not working there at all, they will look at things in an entirely different way. If you can get them thinking this way, then they will generally be far more eager to explore the four days a week arrangement than if they are taking it for granted that you are going to stay whatever happens. The more you tell them how much you really like working there, the more it raises in their mind the possibility that you might leave. And yet you have not directly raised the possibility of leaving at all.

But pick your words carefully. There is a big difference between saying you want to work something out because you ‘really like working here’ and saying you want to work something out because you ‘really don’t want to leave’. The first option does not directly raise the possibility of leaving; it simply indicates that you like working there. The second option does raise the possibility of leaving. Stick to the first option at this stage.

Also, this is no time to be bandying around threats or ultimatums. At this stage all I am suggesting is that you speak sincerely about your job, and let your employer know that this is an important conversation.

Then outline the reasons you want to work part-time. Be honest about your priorities, but ensure you stress that your job is important, and that you remain committed to doing it properly. It is natural for a boss to think that because you want to work less, it means that you don’t care as much. Try to prevent them getting that impression. There are reasons why you want to work less, and they are important to you. Speak openly and sincerely about them, and again use your tone of voice to make it clear this is an important conversation. Make it clear how vital it is to you that you reduce your working hours. Don’t be afraid to express the emotion that is driving your desire to change things. (But try not to cry. That might be a bit much.)

This will again subtly signal, without you having to overtly raise it, that if you are unable to work part-time within this organisation you may have to look around. Again it will get your employer thinking that their choice is not necessarily between you working three to four days a week or five days.

Let your boss see that you are not raising these matters on a whim, that you have thought long and hard. It is also important that the boss sees that having done all that thinking, you are now quite clear about what you want to do. You have not come to ask for advice. You have come to put a specific proposal.

Then put the proposal. Turn off the emotion, and put it clearly and succinctly, as if you were putting a business proposal. In fact, you are putting a business proposal. Make it clear you have thought through all the logistical, technical and communication problems that could arise, and outline how they can be overcome.

You may also want to mention to your employer that in many cases part-time workers give great value for money because in order to make their arrangement work for everyone involved, they often end up working more than their allocated time. However, don’t promise anything you don’t want to deliver. There’s not much point promising to do four days’ work for three days’ pay if you are going to resent it. (And frankly, why wouldn’t you resent it?) There’s also not much point promising to do five days’ work for four days’ pay if you are currently doing five days’ work for five days’ pay.

Then shut up and listen. Listen hard—because when the boss starts talking, you have to do two things. You have to listen to what they say, and you also have to read them and try to work out what they really mean and what they are really thinking. They may be completely upfront and frank with you, but they may not be.

If they say yes, congratulations. Before you leave the room, work out what has to happen next, and get a timetable sorted. Try to set things up so that you are working towards the arrangement starting on a specific date. Cheerfully do all you can to inject a sense of urgency into the discussion. If you don’t do this, you run the risk of a positive meeting being followed by not much happening.

If you get filibustered with something like ‘So it’ll take a while to get everything set up’, you can respond with ‘I know the things I need to do, and I can be ready in (say) a week. What has to happen at your end and how long do you think it will take?’

If they say they’ll think about it or that they will have to discuss it with their boss or human resources or someone else, that’s fair enough. It is a big deal and other people may need to have input into the decision. But, once again, get a time table for what is going to happen next. ‘Okay, when can we talk again? Next Monday?’ If you are not aggressive but firm about trying to set these timetables for further action or discussion, it sends the message that this proposal isn’t going to go away, that you are serious about it and that it is important to you.

If they say no to your proposal, or things seem to be heading that way, it does, of course, get tricky. What may be happening is this. Your employer may still be thinking to themselves, ‘What would I prefer? Sue working five days or Sue working three and a half?’ Their answer to that question will usually be ‘Sue working five days’. You need to get them asking, ‘What would I prefer? Sue working three and a half days, or Sue working no days?’ But this is still not the time for threats, or for burning any bridges or saying anything that may limit your options. Better to say, for example: ‘Look, I understand you have reservations, but I’m confident we could work through them all, and I have to say this is something I have thought long and hard about, and I really want it to happen, and my preferred option is for it to happen here, because I really want to keep working here.’

No threats, nothing you are committed to, but the message is clear: if you don’t make it happen, I might look around.

common employer objections and how to respond to them

Your employer may raise some objections to your proposal to reduce your working hours. They may do this for one of two reasons (or for a mixture of both). They may be open to your proposal but have legitimate concerns—or they may raise any objection they can think of because they just don’t want it to happen. Either way, you need to be able to respond to their objections or concerns. Here are a few common ones, and some ways in which you may respond.

‘i’m worried about how the clients will feel’

This is a legitimate concern. Businesses need to be concerned about keeping clients happy. Usually as long as it is carefully explained to clients who they will be dealing with when you are away, and are given an opportunity to meet that person and begin to form a relationship with them, they are unlikely to object to the fact that you are not there all the time. However, if the new arrangements don’t actually deliver them that continuity and care, then they will have problems.

 


You need to explain to your employer how your part-time work arrangement will be raised with clients, and explain that you will take on board any concerns the client has and work with them to ensure they are comfortable with the new arrangement.



 

Clients will get concerned if the person they deal with when you are not there doesn’t know all that they should about them and their business. They will also get irritated if they have a conversation with someone on Wednesday, and then on Thursday have another conversation with someone else who doesn’t know anything about Wednesday’s conversation. Your boss will be aware of this and it is important to thoroughly work through all the specific logistics of how communication handovers are going to be managed.

Remind your employer that just because you are currently there five days a week does not actually mean that a client can contact you at any time. You might be in a meeting, away from your workplace, on the phone. Clients probably already often speak to other people in your office if you are unavailable. There may be many examples of clients trying to contact you (and everyone else who you work with) and not having their call immediately taken or returned, or their email not answered until the following day. And probably on pretty much every occasion that was quite okay. It’s just how business works.

Explain to your boss how the communication issues will be resolved. Make sure there is a system in place. For example, ‘When I sign off on Wednesday I will leave an email for Colin outlining exactly where we are on all ongoing matters. After he gets in on Thursday, he will read it then call me and we will discuss any issues. I will make sure I am available via email and mobile on the days I am not working. Clients will be fully aware of these arrangements, and I will take each to lunch and introduce Colin. All clients have my mobile number and they will know they can speak to me on my days off if they want to. However, Colin will be fully up to speed on everything and I will take as much time as needed to ensure he fully understands the intricacies of each client’s needs.’

That sounds pretty good, doesn’t it?

‘what with all the changeover time and getting up to speed, less work will get done’

‘I really appreciate the opportunity to work three days a week and I really want it to work. I am going to do everything I need to do to make it work, and if that means I end up working three and a half days a week initially then I will do it. But I also think it is easy to overestimate the time it takes for changeovers. I and the person I am sharing with will both be familiar with each client and all that has been happening, and all we will need to do is to catch up on what has happened on the two or three days a week when we weren’t here. In some cases we will know already because we will have been in contact on our days off. In other cases nothing will have happened with some clients on those two or three days. But when something detailed has happened we will get on top of it thoroughly and efficiently, and then start work. If it’s going to make it easier to put this arrangement in place, I am happy to say that I will get up to speed in my own time, and then start my workday.’

(The last offer—to get up to speed in your own time—sounds good, but in reality will make little practical difference to your day. The point is that you are demonstrating your commitment.)

‘your job has a lot of management and supervision and therefore isn’t appropriate to do part-time’

Most people who have management and supervision as part of their duties spend a lot of their work time doing other things as well. Management is rarely the task that takes the most time. Similarly, the people who are managed and supervised don’t need to be managed and supervised all the time. Often, they don’t even need it every day. Again, it is easy for a boss to assume that all an employee with management responsibility does is sit there with his or her door open, with a never-ending series of subordinates streaming in with a never-ending series of problems. The reality is usually quite different.

You may be able to do your management and supervision as normal on the days you are there, and then be available by phone for anything urgent anyone needs to discuss on the days you are away. On the days you are not there, employees can ring you with urgent problems and you can discuss how to resolve them. When you are next in the office you can have a more in-depth chat about it.

Or you may want to suggest that some of your management and supervisory duties be assigned to others, perhaps the person you are job-sharing with. As I have previously said, there is no such thing as a job that cannot be done part-time or shared. If your job involves management it just means that you and your boss need to work out how that portion of your responsibilities is to be handled.

‘it will set a precedent’

Some employers may be reluctant to allow one employee to work part-time for fear it will start a stampede of others wanting to do the same. You may be able to suggest to your employer something that is particular about your job or situation that would allow them to make an exception for you, and justify it to others. Otherwise, make the point that there are advantages for employers in allowing some workers to work part-time. They will keep people who would otherwise leave. They will create motivated workers who are eager to do whatever it takes to make their part-time arrangements work. And they will build a loyal workforce, grateful for the opportunity they have been given to work part-time, and keen to repay the faith that has been shown in them. These, and other advantages for employers are outlined in more detail in Chapter 9.

If your boss has specific concerns that you are unable to address to their satisfaction in the meeting, acknowledge that you understand their reservations, and ask for some time to address them. Perhaps there are some things your boss can do to work out a way around the problem too. Schedule a further meeting, take what they said on board, and try to work out a solution that will satisfy them.

take what’s going

Remember I said before that you should imagine your ideal part-time work scenario and then propose it to your boss? If your employer goes for it, that’s great, but it may be that you are offered something less than your ideal. For example, you may have proposed that you work three and a half days a week, including one day working from home. Your boss may offer you a four-day week, all of which must be in the office.

 


My advice is that as long as it works for you financially, take what’s on offer, even if it is not exactly what you want.



 

The reason for this is that, for both you and your employer, the hardest step to take is the one from full-time worker to part-time worker. Once you are officially a part-time worker it will usually get a lot easier to tinker with and adjust your working arrangements. Going from five days a week to four is seen as a big deal because you are crossing the boundary from full-timer to part-timer. But going from four days a week to three is usually seen as a much less significant step. Because you are already a part-time worker, you are no longer seen as crossing any big dividing line. You are just tinkering with your arrangements. So if you want to work part-time the most important thing to do is to get your foot in the door. Take what is on offer. Become a part-timer, even if it’s not in the way you ideally want to be one, because once you are officially a part-time worker, other changes will usually be easier.

You may be concerned about whether, if the need or the desire arises, you will be able to return to full-time work. Usually, reducing your days and becoming a part-time worker does not burn any bridges. Most employers are only too willing to welcome part-timers back to full-time work. However, you should make your own enquiries when you negotiate your part-time arrangement. You may want to discuss the possibility of returning to full-time work down the track with your employer.

part-time is not full-time on less pay

I said earlier that when you want to work part-time you should initially take whatever is being offered, and also that you should make it clear that you are willing and able to put in extra hours to make sure the part-time arrangement works.

You may need to put in some extra hours initially but your aim should be to get a system going that is as smooth and efficient as possible. There are however many people who work (and are paid for) four days a week who say they actually end up working between four and a half and five days a week. Similarly many who work (and get paid for) three days a week say they work four days a week.

No wonder their employer is happy for them to work part-time. The employer is being delivered work that he or she is not paying for. Any employer would be happy with that arrangement. Many employees see the additional hours they work over and above the ones they are being paid for as an essential aspect of working part-time, as a price they have to pay for the privilege of being allowed to work part-time. I challenge that view.

Just like any other work, part-time work involves an agreement between employer and employee. The employee agrees to supply an amount of labour, the employer agrees to pay for it. That amount of labour may be three days a week, four days a week or something else, but the deal works because each side is happy with the trade. The employee is happy to get, say, $800 for their three days of work, and the employer is happy to pay it. If either side decides that they don’t like the agreement anymore, then the employee resigns or the employer sacks them. Yes, it is true that many employment agreements (and I’m not just talking about formal workplace contracts here; anytime someone is employed there is an agreement about the terms) are done on the basis that you may be required to do work over and above the normal working hours and days, but if you are negotiating a part-time agreement where you are to work three days a week, then that is about what you should be working. Yes, there may be some additional work that you do to make things work smoothly, especially at first, but if you find that to make it work you are consistently working three and three-quarters or four days a week, then something has gone wrong.

So what do you do? Firstly, see if you can implement some of the strategies discussed in Chapter 5 aimed at increasing productivity and reducing your workload. They are just as applicable to part-time work as they are to full-time work.

Ask yourself if you are being over-zealous because you are working part-time.

 


Are you working harder than you need to in order to keep proving to everyone that the part-time arrangement is working?



 

This is a good thing to do at first because you want to persuade everyone who matters that it does work. But once it is firmly in place, you may be able to relax a bit. Do you really need to be doing as much work as you are doing? If you are working on days you are not being paid to, what sort of work are you doing? Is there anyone else who could be doing it? Do you really need to be in contact with the office and clients on your days off? If you checked in a bit less would anyone mind? If there is someone from work who always rings you on your days off, can you have a quiet word with them and suggest that they try to sort it out themselves, or talk to someone else about it?

If you are paid to work Monday to Thursday and have Friday off, then any work you do on that Friday is like a full-time worker working on weekends. Do you really want to be someone who works weekends?

Make sure you have efficient communication systems with anyone you share work with. You need to be available whenever you are needed at least for the first month or two when the new arrangement is being bedded down. Then, when things seem to be travelling smoothly, have a meeting with those you are sharing duties with and work out how you can bother each other on your days off as little as possible. Your boss cares about whether the arrangement works, not how many times you are in contact with work on your days off.

Go through it all logically, and see if you can reduce the extra hours you are working. You may still be adjusting mentally to the idea of working part-time. You may be thinking that you are more indispensable than you actually are. Hey! The world isn’t going to end without you. Let go. If your work really needs you on your days off, they know your phone number. Remember, the days you are not officially working belong to you, not your employer.

Ideally try to solve the problem yourself, without bringing it to the attention of your boss. You don’t really want your whole part-time arrangement, that you put so much effort into getting up, to be put under scrutiny. However, if having done everything you can to solve the problem, you feel that you still need to work significant hours over and above those which you are being employed to do, then you may have to discuss it with your boss. This is a tricky conversation, because it potentially gives them the perfect excuse to say that the part-time arrangement isn’t working. Firstly assess whether, from what you know of your employer, this is likely to happen. What has been their general attitude to your part-time work and the part-time work of others? Are they looking for excuses to end part-time arrangements, or have they been supportive of it?

Assess this, then decide whether or not to talk to your employer. If you decide to do so, tread delicately and enter the meeting with not only a problem but also a proposed solution. Say how much you appreciate the fact you are able to work part-time and mention the positive things that have come from doing so. Let them know you want to keep doing it. Then explain why you are unable to contain your work in the number of days you are being paid to work. Say that, of course you understand that you need to be available on other days, and that you are happy to be, and that you are happy to do some additional work over and above the normal to ensure that the part-time arrangement works smoothly for everyone. But even taking that into account, your workload seems to have gotten a little out of hand. Explain as specifically as you can how this has happened, then propose a solution. Then shut up and listen.

negotiating for less

We are all taught to negotiate for more. It makes sense, doesn’t it, to try to get more money? Usually, yes. But not always. It depends on what you have to give up to get that money. Sometimes you may be prepared to negotiate for a bit less money if it means that you can have more free time.

It is important to remember that everything is negotiable. There are ways in which things have been done for years—the five-day working week, leaving the home to go to work—but that doesn’t mean that they are the only ways of doing things.

 


Be imaginative in working out what you want. Don’t be afraid to propose something novel. Just because it hasn’t been done before doesn’t mean that it is not a good idea that will benefit both you and your employer.



 

For example, imagine you are negotiating a part-time work arrangement and you know that other people who have worked part-time have complained that they end up working one more day than they are being paid for. They all say that they are paid for four days and end up working five, or that they are paid for three and end up working four. Imagine that you have assessed you can afford to decrease your income by 30 per cent. One thing you could propose is this. You could say that you really want your four-day week to be a four-day week and not a four-and-a-half-or five-day week, and so you want to ensure that when you begin working part-time your workload is going to fit into a four-day week. In return you could say you are prepared to accept as salary, rather than four-fifths of what you have previously been earning, four-fifths of your previous salary minus a further 10 per cent.

Everything is potentially open to negotiation. If your job keeps you late at the office and intrudes into weekends, you may decide that what you would really like to do is to be able to contain it within normal working hours. If you find this impossible to achieve by increasing your productivity, and you know that because the culture of your workplace treats long hours and weekend work as normal you will not get a sympathetic response if you talk to your employer about reducing your workload, then you could decide to try to negotiate a reduction in workload in return for a reduction in salary. For example, ‘I will accept 10 per cent less money if I am required to do 10 per cent less work.’ It is a perfectly reasonable request. Many firms now have very sophisticated and thorough ways of measuring performance, and the tools they use to measure it may also be used to measure and implement the 10 per cent reduction in workload. If your performance is measured by how much money you bill (like lawyers for example), a 10 per cent reduction in your target is very easy to implement.

As discussed earlier, some firms have made a conscious or unconscious decision to employ fewer people, require longer working hours from them and as a result pay them higher salaries. But that doesn’t mean you can’t challenge that practice with an imaginative negotiation. If you subtly allow your employer to suspect that they may be deciding between the two options of you taking a salary cut and working fewer hours on the one hand, or leaving completely on the other, they should at least have a good hard think about it.

If you are a valuable employee and you can subtly raise in your employer’s mind the possibility that their choice is not between you working full-time and you working 10 per cent less than full-time, but is actually between you working 10 per cent less than full-time or starting to look round for another job, then it will increase your chances of being successful.

 


Be imaginative in working out exactly what you want, and don’t be timid in asking for it. If you are a good worker, then you probably have more bargaining power than you think.



 

promotions

The ‘normal’ thing you are supposed to do in your working life is to seek as many promotions, salary rises and increases in responsibility as possible. Seek seniority. As soon as you reach one level, start trying to get to the next. Keep progressing.

It’s not easy to take a step back.

 


We are continually bombarded with messages suggesting that to be ‘successful’ you have to gain more seniority and earn more money.



 

It’s an aspirational society we live in; everyone wants a bigger fridge and more CDs. But ultimately, the only measure of success is this: whoever dies having been the happiest for the longest wins. And happiness is more likely to emerge from a balanced life than it is from a big fridge.

Maybe singlemindedly progressing up the career ladder is what you want to do, but don’t just fall into the pattern of assuming that is what you should be doing. Don’t, as soon as you get somewhere, automatically immediately start thinking about where you can go next. First, work out if you actually want to go somewhere else.

It takes a good deal of courage not to pursue, or even to turn down, a promotion. But if you are serious about balancing your life, seriously consider the costs and benefits of moving up the ladder. The benefits of a promotion may be more money and a more challenging job. But what will it cost you in time? How much more demanding will the new job be? Is it a job that you would be able to do part-time? Find out. You can ask a person who has had that job before, or the person offering you the promotion. Don’t be afraid to ask. If the new job does demand substantially more time, it will have a significant impact on your life. It’s perfectly legitimate to find out about these things. In fact, if you have an interest in balancing your life, it’s kind of dumb not to.

If you find out that a promotion you are pursuing or have been offered will take a lot more time and make more demands on your life, what do you do?

Weigh it all up. Look at it holistically. Assess the impact of the promotion on your entire life, not just on your career. What is more important to you at this point in your life? Money and responsibility, or time? Only you know. Don’t think, though, that if you decline or don’t pursue a promotion now, it will ruin your whole career. If you decide to say no, explain carefully to your boss why you are doing what you are doing, make it clear that you are doing it only because of the particular circumstances that exist now, and that you are not making a lifetime decision that you don’t want to be promoted ever again. If you do this, then it is unlikely that you will carry any baggage from the decision.

Some even consider voluntary demotion. Say Ted worked in a sales team for several years, a job he enjoyed and was able to contain within a 40-hour week. His income was adequate, he made ends meet, but he was by no means well off. Then he got promoted into a supervisory role that paid more and demanded more. He struggled with his new role for several months, working longer and longer hours to keep up with a job he was ill-suited for. He left for work early, got home late, and there wasn’t time for much else. He became more and more stressed. Even after a few months, he didn’t find the job any easier or less time-consuming. The extra money helped with some things, of course, but didn’t result in any major changes to how he and his family lived. What should Ted do? Continue on in a job that is causing him to become overworked, stressed and unhappy? Or have the courage to ask to go back to his old job? Which course of action is more likely to lead to him having a better life?

Find what suits you. We are all different, and not everyone is built for, or wants, jobs that demand more and more energy and time. Be aware that at some point you will find the level that suits you, and be wary of going past that level. In many companies the higher you climb up the tree, the more demanding jobs become, and the harder it becomes to balance your life.

leave without pay

Another option is to negotiate leave without pay. One way of doing this is to seek a one-off period of, say, six months. Another is to attempt to negotiate, say, two extra unpaid weeks of holidays each year.

If you have sufficient money to cover a period off work, think about whether you would like a break. Plan what you would do. Travel overseas or stay at home? Paint, write? Take it easy? Spend more time with your family and friends? Open your mind to the possibilities that leave without pay would allow and work out whether you like the idea. Perhaps taking a period of leave without pay should be a long-term plan. If you started putting a bit of money away now, could you afford to take three months off in a year’s time? Or six months off in two years’ time?

If you are asking for an extended period of leave without pay then, once again, reinforce your commitment to the firm and explain why a period away from work is important to you. Emphasise that what you would really love to do is to take a break, and then to return. Make it clear that this is something you have thought about for a while, and which you are committed to. Again, without being overt about it, subtly raise in your employer’s mind the possibility that if they do not let you go for six months, you may go forever.

Give your employer as much notice of your intended leave as possible and precede the request with a period of sustained hard work which underlines your value to the organisation. You may want to suggest ways in which your workload could be covered when you are away. Again, listen carefully to any objections, and endeavour to meet them. Try to get your employer thinking, ‘Well, she’s going anyway, so we might as well have her back when she returns’, rather than ‘It’s going to be a lot easier for us if she doesn’t go at all.’

Another way of seeking leave without pay is to attempt to negotiate extra holidays. Instead of selling 48 weeks of your labour a year and getting paid for 52 weeks, what about selling 46 weeks and getting paid for 50 weeks? Or selling 44 weeks and getting paid for 48? Obviously you need to do some budgeting during the year to ensure you cover the unpaid weeks, but if you negotiate two extra weeks of unpaid leave a year, it’s only a matter of putting aside two fiftieths (or one twenty-fifth) of your salary each week and you will be covered. If your take home pay is $1000 a week, that’s $40 a week.

When putting this idea to your employer, it may help if you are flexible about when you take your holidays. Suggest you take them in periods that are quiet at work. For example, you might say that instead of taking two weeks at Christmas, you will take four weeks, as usually when you return to work in early January there is not much happening anyway. Then you can say that you will take your remaining two weeks throughout the year as you normally do. As usual, outline the reasons why the extra time is important to you and focus on explaining to your boss how any negative impacts to the business will be minimised.

maternity and paternity leave

If you are offered and take paid or unpaid maternity or paternity leave, use the time to switch off completely from work. You probably won’t have much problem doing that, given the challenges and joys a new baby brings. You may be able to use the time away from work as an experiment, to assess how you feel about resuming your career in the same way. Many get to the end of a period of maternity leave and don’t want to go back to work. If you can afford to stay home and you want to, then why not? Explain to your employer how hard the decision is and why you are making it, with the aim of leaving the door open if you want to return later.

You may want to extend the period you are absent from work as leave without pay. If you have been off work for a year already on maternity leave, then one more year may not seem such a big deal to your employer. The important thing is to give them as much notice as you can. Try not to spring any shocks on them.

You may decide you would like to return to work but only part-time. Having been away for a while with the expectation that you would return puts you in a good position to negotiate a part-time role. Your employer will have worked out a way to cope without you being around, and they are probably aware that new parents, mothers especially, don’t always want to return to full-time work. Therefore, any request to only return on a part-time basis will probably not come as a complete shock to them.

 


If you are thinking of requesting either an extension of leave, or a return to only part-time work, try to make your request as early as you can.



 

Then if eventually your employer says no, you will still have time to look around for other options. If you find a position that suits you better elsewhere, for example a part-time position, you may want to resign while on maternity leave and take it. However, ensure you are aware of all the conditions of your maternity leave, especially if you are receiving paid maternity leave. Some companies may provide paid maternity leave on the basis that if the person does not return to work for the employer for a specified period, then the maternity leave paid by the employer must be repaid.


chapter 8  
what
if
nothing
works?

when it’s time to move on

WHOEVER your employer is, they are not the only one. There are other places to work. Every industry and profession has a range of employers. Some are sympathetic and enlightened with regard to work/life balance issues, and some are not.

Most employers know that their most valuable asset is their staff, and most employees undervalue themselves. They think they are easily replaceable when in fact it is a difficult process for employers to find employees who are skilled, reliable, motivated, productive and trustworthy. You should not start a negotiation to improve your work/life balance on the basis that you are begging for a concession. Rather you should enter it on the basis that you and your employer are hoping to find a mutually beneficial way in which to continue your relationship.

If it becomes clear that your employer isn’t going to do what you want, or even something close to what you want, then think about the advantages and disadvantages of staying. Think about the reasons your employer has given for saying no. Do any of them convince you that what you proposed wouldn’t have worked? If you are not convinced, then maybe you should think about looking around for somewhere else to work.

 


Changing jobs can be a hassle, but it can also be exciting.



 

If you are working somewhere where you are clearly going to find it difficult to get what you want in terms of work/life balance, don’t be afraid to look around. It is not difficult to make discreet enquiries about how much demand there is for someone with your skills and experience.

It may be worth one more meeting with your employer in which you tell them how disappointed you are, and that you think it’s only fair that you let them know you may consider looking around. It’s possible this could motivate a change in their attitude, but again be careful. If you don’t end up leaving, you don’t want to be perceived as someone who is only there because you couldn’t find another job.

sussing out potential employers

If you are thinking about looking around, the thing to remember is that an increasing number of employers have a progressive and flexible attitude to work/life balance. Don’t be afraid to ask them about their attitude. Do all the normal things you need to do to make yourself look impressive in a job interview (sound committed, make eye contact, speak confidently, tell them how good you are at your job, etc) but explore their attitudes towards part-time work and other flexible arrangements. And keep your radar out for potential employers who are just trying to say all the right things. ‘Oh yes, we have a firm commitment towards ensuring all our employees are given the opportunity to experience flexible work practices if and when it is compatible with the needs of the firm.’ Sounds good, but it could mean anything. If you want to get some real information, say, ‘That sounds good. What are some of the flexible work practices that you currently have going? How many people are working part-time?’ Dig for some facts. Then you will find out if they walk the walk or just talk the talk.

If you are keen to put as many work/life balance strategies in place as you can, try to find a job where you will have a lot of autonomy. One where you don’t have to report in five times a day, but are instead trusted to get your work done in your own way. You may even want to explore options outside that of the traditional employee. Do you have any interest in working for yourself? Perhaps you could become a consultant, maybe even one who works from home. Working for yourself brings its own pressures, and you should thoroughly investigate what it would really be like before you commit to it, but being your own boss does allow you the potential to implement many balancing strategies (see Chapter 10, Rebalancing for the self-employed). It is worth thinking about.

Unless you are specifically applying for a part-time position, it may be a bit much to ask to work part-time from day one with a new employer, but then again it may not be. Many employers are understandably more eager to accommodate employees once they have been employed for a while and they know how much they want to keep them. What you may need to do is to find an employer who you know is committed to flexible work practices, then put your head down and work hard for a year or so until they realise how valuable you are, and then attempt to negotiate a part-time or other arrangement.

Whether you explore the possibility of changing jobs or not really depends on how important work/life balance is to you. If your employer has said ‘no’, or otherwise stood in the way of you implementing strategies to improve your balance, you need to weigh up how important making those changes is to your life against the importance of staying in the same job.

Remember, the unknown is always a bit scary, and the easier thing to do is to shrug your shoulders, tell yourself you gave it your best shot but it just didn’t work out, and gently put your work/life balance ideas to one side. But that may not be the best thing to do. Take a long-term view and look at your life holistically. Be brave. You don’t want to look back in 20 years and wonder how things might have been better if you had only had a bit more guts.

long-term planning

Sometimes people become aware early on in their working life that work/life balance is important to them. Sometimes it becomes important later on. Either way, there may be opportunities to do some long-term planning. For example, I became aware when I was a lawyer that I didn’t want to work as many hours as many lawyers worked and that, because of my other job as a stand-up comedian, I might one day want to work part-time as a lawyer. That was one factor that influenced my decision to apply for a job at the Legal Aid Commission. I knew that they were an independent government organisation that offered flexi-time and part-time work and that because the legal services they provided to people were free there wasn’t pressure to bill a set number of hours each day. People who worked there told me they worked hard, but didn’t feel pressured to work the long hours people in big corporate firms worked. I primarily wanted to work there because I thought the work would be interesting (and it was) but these other factors were important too. Even though I didn’t want to work part-time when I applied to join Legal Aid, I identified the fact that I might want to in a few years’ time. As it turned out, about three years after I started working there, I did want to work part-time and I was able to.

 


Before you enter an industry, find out as much as you can about its work practices.



 

In some industries, there may be short-term pain, but long-term gain. For example, new doctors usually have to work very hard in hospitals for a couple of years, but later on may be able to exercise great autonomy in deciding how much they want to work.

Some industries require hard work all the way through. For example, some lawyers think that if they put their head down and work long and hard for a few years, they will be able to ease off a bit once they have become a partner. Partnership, however, often brings increased responsibility and management, more work and a greater expectation that you will bring in new work. Perhaps some partners do manage to ease off a bit, but many don’t.

If work/life balance is important to you, and if you are working in a job or an industry that seems to consistently expect long hours, then you have a problem that isn’t going to go away. You either need to fight hard to try to do things your own way in that industry or job or, alternatively, make a decision to change industries or jobs. If you don’t do either of those things, then you may end up slowly watching your dreams of work/life balance turn to dust.

If you are in an industry that seems to demand long work hours, think hard about what you want to do. As always, the easiest thing is to do nothing, accept the status quo, continue on in the job and gradually allow yourself to be indoctrinated by its prevailing culture. That is the easiest thing to do. But is it the best thing to do?

 


One thing you shouldn’t do is expect your industry to magically change its attitude to flexible work practices. Maybe it will, but it may not.



 

I suspect that there will continue to be a trend for more workplaces to offer work/life balance strategies, but some industries—and some employers in each industry—will be quicker to embrace them than others.

There may be other parts of the industry you are in that have a more flexible attitude to work practices. For example, I found that working as a lawyer for Legal Aid offered me more opportunities to balance my life than did working as a corporate lawyer. There may be other jobs you are qualified to do that are more compatible with work/life balance. Look around, do some research. Make it a priority to find out.

Alternatively, you may want to think about entering another industry. You could retrain. You may think that what you are trained at, and have experience at, is a very specific type of job. But we all have options. Every second or third person has a story about starting out their working life as one thing, then doing something else and then ending up doing something different again.

 


Whatever you do, remember a working life lasts a long time. If you are in an industry or job that is not going to give you the balance you want, consider a change. An investment of time now could pay enormous dividends in the future.




chapter 9  
why
employers
should
encourage
work/life
balance

THIS book has been written with the aim of assisting and empowering people to take more control of their life by examining and altering their work/life balance. It has not been meant as an academic study of the economic benefits and detriments that will flow to companies who embrace flexible work practices. However, it is worth briefly outlining some of the reasons why I think it is in the interests of employers to assist employees in improving their work/life balance.

Firstly, every business’s most valuable asset is its staff. Without staff, nothing happens. Without the work that staff do, there is no business. Without their ideas, nothing new happens. One of the big variables in how well staff do their jobs is motivation. Highly motivated staff will do their job better than those who are not highly motivated.

So what motivates staff? Incentives? Yes. Fear? Sometimes. Deadlines? Yes. But also loyalty and job satisfaction. If a person feels that their employer has treated them well, then they will generally (there are always exceptions) want to repay them with good performance.

 


If they feel that their employer has listened to them and tried to be flexible in adjusting to their needs, then employees will feel more loyalty and generally be more highly motivated than if they feel that their employer has insisted on rigidly applying inflexible standards to everyone.



 

Employees who have benefited from being able to implement practices that improve their work/life balance are usually very grateful. They feel a great deal of loyalty, and a debt of gratitude, to their employer, and that is usually repaid in highly motivated, good-quality work. They are usually willing to put in extra work to ensure that the flexible arrangements their employer has allowed them to implement continue to benefit both them and their employer. When other job opportunities arise, they remember how their employer helped them achieve balance. That is not to say they will never leave, but they will think long and hard before they do.

If staff enjoy their job they will work better. If, however, they are overworked and upset about the lack of time they spend with their family, they may lose motivation. They may become depressed. They may suffer from stress. They may leave. These things will not happen to everyone, but even if they happen to a small percentage of employees, then hasn’t the business lost out? Losing even one valuable, well-trained, productive worker costs a business a great deal. It is no simple task to replace a good experienced worker. It costs a business to search for a replacement, and then to train the new employee. And it is impossible to calculate the cost of the loss of an employee’s experience and corporate memory. A business that loses good people because it stubbornly refuses to bend a little to accommodate their requests to balance their life is, quite simply, dumb. The employee loses, and the business loses too.

Many employers seem to think that the more hours an employee works the better it is for the company. This is a shortsighted view. If employees continue to work long hours and lead unbalanced lives some will burn out. They will find that they cannot continue to work in that way, and may suffer from stress, depression or lack of motivation. Again, these are things that cost not only the individual, but also the company. Remember the goose that laid the golden egg? Keep taking care of the goose, and it will keep giving you eggs. Drive the goose into the ground, and eventually it will stop laying. The goose suffers, and so does the farmer who has to find a new goose and then spend time and money training it.

The attitude that the more hours an employee works the better also ignores the fact that we become less productive and lose motivation as we get tired and stale.

Many employers cannot get over their suspicion of work/life balance strategies. They act like jealous lovers. Their attitude seems to be that ‘You can have me (work) or you can have her (life) but you can’t have us both.’ It is hard to see the sense of such an attitude. What do employers lose by allowing their employees to lead more balanced lives? Yes, employers have all sorts of concerns about the problems that flexible arrangements may create, but they can usually be overcome by sensible planning. How much of their initial suspicions about part-time work, flexible hours and other balancing strategies can actually be borne out by evidence that it is bad for the business?

If employers can at least accept that they actually do not know whether a flexible work practice like part-time work will impact in a positive or negative way on their business, then the next step is logical. They should trial it for a few months and see what happens. If it doesn’t work they should assess why. Is it because the practice is inherently unsuitable for this workplace or job, or does the reason for the failure lie elsewhere? What can be learnt from the trial, and how can things be improved?

Companies increasingly perceive that it is vitally important for them to attract the best possible people to come and work for them. Every company wants to be the employer of choice for people entering the industry.

 


Companies who embrace flexible work practices have a larger pool of potential employees than those who don’t.



 

Companies who do not embrace flexible work practices virtually disqualify themselves from getting and keeping people who want to work in a flexible way. ‘So what?’ those companies may say. ‘We don’t want those people anyway.’ In my opinion they say that at their peril. What is important to an employer is how skilled, creative and motivated a worker is. Employers should ask themselves who is going to be in a better position: a company that employs someone who is highly skilled, highly creative and highly motivated for 30 hours a week, or a company who employs someone who is less skilled, less creative and less motivated for 50 hours a week.

If you are an employer who wants to get and keep the best people, then you need to be prepared to make your company attractive to them. And that can mean more than high salaries and pretty paintings on the wall. It means listening to what potential employees really want from their work, and being flexible enough to create working conditions that suit their needs.

Companies who operate in circumstances where virtually everyone works long, long hours should think about why they operate in that way. Is it really because everyone who works there actually wants to work late on Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday evening and half their weekend in order to receive a higher salary? Or do things just happen that way because that’s how things have been for the last 20 years? Why not consider slicing the cake into more pieces? Why not at least see what people think about the idea of employing more people, which would result in everyone being less busy and earning a bit less money? Why not ask the people who work in a company if that is what they want? And why not ask their families too?

Seriously, if most people who work in an organisation would be happy for their cake to be cut into smaller pieces, then what is the downside in doing it?

This leads us into a deeper area. What is the point of a company? What is it for? The traditional answer in a free enterprise economy is that companies exist to provide goods or services that people want, and in doing so make a profit and provide income to those who own the company and those who work for it. And that’s good. We all need goods and services, and we all need income.

But if a company is consistently providing its goods or services in a way that makes a profit, and is continuing to provide income to its owners and employees, then shouldn’t those who run it start to think about other purposes that they can embrace which are consistent with their legal obligations? Shouldn’t they start to think about whether they can not only provide income to those who own and work for the company, but also—as long as it is consistent with their aim of making a profit, and any other statutory obligations they may have—other things that can improve their lives? That may sound a bit waffly but I am trying to look at the big picture. Too often we concentrate solely on the small picture—for example, on doing our job well or on maximising profit—without stopping to ask ourselves why we are doing those things.

 


What is the point of a company brilliantly fulfilling its aims of making a profit and providing income to its owners and employees if it is doing so in circumstances that are making many of those employees, and even some of its owners, unhappy? What is the point?



 

Is it so shareholders can enjoy an extra few dollars of dividend when a big profit is announced? Is it so profits can be reinvested into the business so that it can get bigger and employ even more people who can also become unhappy?

Which is the more successful? A company that makes a 20 per cent profit and in which 38 per cent of its employees say they are dissatisfied with their working conditions? Or a company making a 12 per cent profit in which 73 per cent of its employees believe that the company has, by providing them with the opportunity to access flexible working conditions, helped them to achieve a balanced life?

I believe that introducing flexible working practices into a company can have economic benefits because it can create a loyal, motivated workforce, allow the company to retain people who would otherwise have gone elsewhere and help the company to become the employer of choice in its industry. But even if the introduction of these practices is economically neutral, can’t they be justified on the basis that they are improving the lives of the companies’ employees and their families? In fact, what better justification for introducing a new practice could there be?


chapter 10  
rebalancing
for the
self-employed

IF you are self-employed and you want to improve your work/life balance, then you are blessed and damned. Blessed because you are your own boss, and so can implement any strategy you choose, but damned because it is your business, and you have to deal with the pressure of ensuring that it becomes, or remains, successful.

The self-employed have many pressures. They need to be across all aspects of their business. They don’t want to miss out on clients, so they feel their phone should always be on. They often spend the whole day doing the work and managing their employees, then half the night doing the accounts, ordering stock, and liaising with clients. It’s hard yacka, and they know that ultimately they are financially responsible. If a salaried job doesn’t work out you can walk away and try to find another one, but a business failing is far more complicated and potentially financially debilitating.

How, then, can you implement work/life balance strategies when you are self-employed? Firstly, realistically assess the state of your business. If you graphed the profits and losses, and the revenues and expenses of many businesses over 20 years, it would often look like they were a pretty smooth couple of decades. And yet those who were running them may have felt that in those 20 years they faced a never-ending series of crises and almost continual financial insecurity. How you feel your business is going and how it is actually going may be quite different. It is not unusual to feel anxious about the business, and to think if there are two consecutive days in which the phone doesn’t ring that it is all coming crashing down. So try to conduct a realistic assessment. Take the emotion out of it.

Take the long view. Have a look at your business’s performance over the past few years. Has it been trading upwards, downwards or has it been fairly consistent? It may be helpful to get someone who is not as close to the business as you are to do the assessment for you, or for you to at least run the figures past someone else.

If you find that your business has run reasonably successfully for the past few years, and there is no indication that it is trending downwards, then it is reasonable to assume that if you keep doing things the way you have been doing them, that the business will keep going okay.

Now think about how you have felt about the business in the last few years. Have you been able to turn off from work when you finish for the day? Do you ever really finish for the day, or are you continually thinking about the business? Have you been anxious about how it is performing?

If you worry about your business a lot, the assessment you have undertaken will give you some solid facts with which to confront your anxiety. If you have data that suggests that your business has been consistently running well, use it to challenge your anxious thoughts. When you start to feel anxious, tell yourself that you have spent years fretting about the business, but your analysis has showed that there was really no need to worry. The business has consistently been going okay. And there is no indication of any downward trend.

Don’t get complacent, but remind yourself that if some little thing goes wrong—you miss out on a client, or a customer is dissatisfied—it doesn’t mean it’s the beginning of the end.

 


Try to fence your work into specific hours. It’s very easy for those running their own businesses to feel that they are always at work.



 

Work phone calls can easily take over. A call can come in during family dinner, and you feel as if you must take it. Try not taking it. Does anything bad happen?

Most people leave messages. It is very rare for a potential client to ring up, get an answering machine and think, ‘How dare they not answer my call immediately! I’m taking my business elsewhere!’ What they usually do is leave a message. Don’t you miss heaps of calls during the day when you are working on something else? Then why be so afraid of missing them when you are at home?

If you need to, give yourself some time in the evening to return calls, answer emails, do your accounts and anything else administrative. But try to make it after the kids have gone to bed, and see if you can work in a highly focused way and get it all done in an hour or 45 minutes. Treat that time as if you are going back to work. Get in there, work hard and do it. Then stop.

Can you delegate more? When you started your business you probably did almost everything. Are there tasks that you still do that could actually be done just as well by someone else down the line? Remember, you are the boss. It is inefficient for you to be doing tasks that could be performed just as well by those getting paid less.

Do you have a fear of saying no? It’s very common for the self-employed, no matter how busy they are, to always want to take on work because, who knows, this might be the last work they are ever offered ever in their life. They take on everything and then end up horribly overworked. There are many in the building trade who seem to work every Saturday. I can understand doing that at some times during the year, especially if there is a glut of work following a drought, or when you are starting out and trying to build a business, or if you are in real financial need, but many have been working most Saturdays for 20 years. I suspect it’s because they can never bring themselves to say no.

There have been occasions when I have been offered work, felt as if I should take it (because it is, after all, someone offering me work and who knows, that may never happen again) and then as soon as I got off the phone wished I had said no. I have also more recently, when I was busy, said no to jobs and—you know what?—it feels great.

 


Be realistic in assessing how busy you need to be to pay the bills, and then work out how busy you want to be.



 

If you are self-employed and you have enough work, then you have the ability to actually determine how much work you do. If things are going well, why not decide to take Fridays off for a month, or have an extra week off during school holidays? You can either say no to some work, or delegate work to others, and still be available by phone if needed. There are plenty of employees in all types of businesses just itching to get more responsibility. Try some of them out. If you find someone who you can trust to do things when you are not there, it gives you much more freedom.

Millions of people envy the self-employed their ability to determine when they work. Maybe you can work late on Wednesdays (when your kids are at soccer practice anyway) and finish early on Thursdays in time to pick them up from school. Be imaginative in how you plan things and use the fact that you are your own boss to your, and your family’s, advantage. You are in the fortunate position where the only person’s permission you need to implement something new is yourself, so take advantage of it.

You may feel that you need to set an example. You might think that if you start working flexible hours your staff will feel they can slacken off too. You don’t need to account to your staff for every minute of your day. There is a general realisation in business that the people who own the business can make their own rules.

If you are not there, you may be at a business meeting, or you may be picking your kids up from school. It’s really none of your staff’s business. They will usually be more concerned with doing their job than wondering if you are doing yours. Employ people who are self-motivated and don’t need constant supervision. People who you can trust. Introduce systems that make everyone accountable for the work they do, and ensure that those systems don’t rely on you having to continually run around checking everything. If you pick the right people and delegate then, as long as they know they are ultimately accountable, many of your employees will thrive on the added responsibility and autonomy. If your business is big enough, get a good manager who can keep an eye on things when you aren’t there.

 


You can also see the practice of working really hard and efficiently at work, and then getting out of there and enjoying the rest of your life, as setting a good example.



 

If you make it clear to your staff that you are interested in their output more than their hours, you will give them a greater sense of autonomy and will be likely to inspire in them a desire to work hard, rather than long, which will be good for both them and your business. And think about what your own attitude might be if some of your employees want to implement strategies aimed at balancing their own lives. Perhaps there are benefits in it for the business.

the quiet times

If you are self-employed then your business may also have quiet times; times when you are not as busy as you could be. The temptation during a quiet time is to panic, or at the very least to sit around fretting and waiting for the phone to ring.

Change your attitude.

 


A quiet time is a holiday in disguise. The only thing that prevents it from being a holiday—or part-holiday—is your attitude.



 

If you treat a quiet time in your business like a disaster, then you will have a miserable time. If, however, you treat it as an opportunity to work a bit less for a while, then you might find you enjoy it.

Of course that is going to be easier to do if you can be reasonably confident that the quiet time is just that—a temporary period of quiet before normal trading resumes—rather than a permanent downturn. Unfortunately, many of us tend to assume the worst, and that prevents us from making the most of those quiet times. We assume disaster is coming and worry about it.

Apply some analysis. Have a look back at the history of your business. Have you had many quiet times in the past? Is there a pattern as to when they come? Do they arrive at the same time each year, or a month after every interest rate hike? If you can analyse your quiet times, you may be able to plan for them. For example, a real estate agent may be able to predict business slowing in winter, and plan their life accordingly. As the supply of work decreases, try to increase the supply of other enjoyable things you are doing to soak up the time. If you do that, you may even start to look forward to the quiet times.

Of course it is natural in a quiet time to worry that the business will not recover. Remind yourself that lulls have occurred before, and that the business has always picked up again. Look for a reason for the lull. Take some time to think about whether your business has got complacent or lazy. If changes need to be made, make them. But once you have done everything that you can do, try to put it out of your mind and enjoy the time. How silly will you feel if at the end of your life you look back at all these quiet times and realise that none of them were anything to worry about, that they were all just part of the business cycle, but that you had failed to take advantage of the opportunities for rest, recreation, refreshment and family time that they offered because you were too busy worrying about going down the gurgler?


chapter 11  
making
the most
of your
time

WHAT I have been discussing up to now is mainly ways in which you may be able to gain more free time. The other vital part of it is making the most of that time. In the section on increasing productivity I wrote that in order to work efficiently, it was important to ‘be in the moment’ (see page 91). That is, to be concentrating on what you are doing, rather than daydreaming about what you are going to do when you finish work.

Being in the moment is just as important outside work. There is not much point reducing your work time by five hours a week if you are going to spend those five hours thinking about work. If you want to take advantage of your time outside work, it is important to be totally there mentally to experience it.

Try auditing your thoughts. When you are home with your family, how often does your mind drift off elsewhere? If it is more time with your family that you crave, are you really making the most of the time you have with them? If you think about work when you are at home, how much of that thinking actually helps you do your job better? How much of it is repetitive and useless worry? Thinking about work when you are at home almost certainly makes you less accessible to those you live with, so what’s the upside of doing it? There could be two. Either it is useful, or it makes you happy. If you find that thinking about work while you are at home isn’t useful and doesn’t make you happy, maybe you should try to stop doing it. To do that you need to practise being in the moment.

 

don’t just be there, be involved

Try focusing closely on whatever it is you are doing. If you are cooking dinner, don’t just do it automatically. Involve yourself in it. If you are playing with your kids, throw yourself into it. It can be difficult to adjust from the way a workday operates—where things may be methodical and structured—to home life where things may be unstructured and, if you have kids, chaotic. It can take a while to mentally adjust from one to the other. Try to let go of the workday and fit in with what is happening at home. Be a part of it, not a spectator.

 

Mental habits are not easy to change. If you are someone who thinks about home when you are at work, and about work when you are at home, it is unlikely that you will immediately be able to become someone who is always totally in the moment. But if you try to become aware of when your thoughts are drifting off into the past or the future, and then gently bring yourself back to what you are doing, and keep practising doing that, you should improve.

When I was an evening radio show host, I didn’t go to work until the afternoon. When I first started the job, I would think about work from the moment I got up. What stories will we do tonight? Who will I talk to? Gradually, I realised I had to change. After thinking about work all day, by the time I finished at 10 p.m. I was mentally very tired. And I wasn’t making the most of my non-work hours. It took a while to adjust to having my free time before I went to work each day. I practised not thinking about my job until after lunch, and being able to turn on and off from thinking about work quickly. Gradually I improved to the extent that I could read the paper in the morning, jot down a couple of ideas for stories, and then completely forget about work until later in the day.

talk

There are great riches to be found in the time you spend with those you care most about, but to access them you need to let go of the type of time-efficient outcome-focused thinking that we are encouraged to do at work, and just allow unstructured time to happen.

Don’t forget to talk to your family. Sometimes we have such a long list of things that we have to do, that we don’t give ourselves a chance to just hang out with the most important people in our lives. Find an excuse to go for a walk with them, and talking will follow.

Get into the habit of talking to your family. It sounds silly, doesn’t it, but a lot of families never give themselves time to talk. It’s not something you can squeeze into the 10 minutes after you get home from work before the news comes on either.

 


Like red wine, conversation needs time to breathe.



 

What can you do to create an easy and relaxed atmosphere at home? How much is the television on at home? When is it on? And, most importantly, why? Has turning it on just become a habit? Is it on because you all want to watch something together, or just as background noise? If it’s just background noise, wouldn’t life be better with it off? Why not put on some classical music and mellow everyone out?

chill

It amazes me how many people manufacture something to be angry or frustrated about each day. Usually it is something they only know about because they have watched it on the television news, heard about it on the radio or read it in the paper. Every day thousands of people get angry or frustrated about something the government has done, or something a high profile person has said, or about a new road that is being built that has gone over budget. Every day there is something new. Usually the things people use up so much of their mental energy on are things that do not even directly affect them and, importantly, things which they have no intention of trying to do anything about. People rarely get angry about a new road going over budget and then go and do something about it, like join a political party or start a ‘No More Roads Over Budget’ action group.

There are some who do turn their anger into action, and that action may be very worthwhile. My point, however, is that simply soaking up the day’s news, getting angry about something in it, doing nothing about it and then the next day forgetting all about it and finding something new to get angry about doesn’t do anyone any good and isn’t a good way to maximise your enjoyment of life.

I have no problem with people getting angry about something and then trying to fix it—in fact that is often admirable. But what benefit is there in someone getting angry about something the government, for example, has done, and then doing nothing about it? Wouldn’t that person be happier and more peaceful if they disengaged a bit from things they couldn’t control and had no intention of trying to change, and instead focused on things closer to them, like their family?

So many people say that watching the news on television and reading the newspaper makes them angry, and yet when you suggest that perhaps they should stop doing it, they are outraged. ‘But I must be informed about what’s going on,’ they thunder. Why? If it makes you angry, and you are not going to do anything to change things, why? Why not focus on things that you can affect and improve, and which will make you happy, like your kids?

If you are in the habit of coming home and turning on the television news, think about why you are doing it. What is the opportunity cost? What are you missing out on if you do that every night? Is there a better way of spending that half-hour? Would you arrive home in a more relaxed state of mind if instead of listening to talkback radio in the car you put on your favourite CD? There is no need to feel guilty just because you don’t know about everything that is going on in the world. A hundred years ago hardly anyone knew anything about anything that happened more than five miles away, and they survived okay.

I call it selective disengagement. You engage with the things you want to, not with every single thing because you think you have to.

 


Unclutter your mind, and leave more room for the things that are important to you.



 

You don’t have to have an opinion on every single issue that is in the news. There is nothing wrong with saying, ‘Actually, I don’t know much about that sorry. I missed it. I was playing with my kids.’

You might think what I am suggesting is inward-looking, small-minded, and will result in you becoming disengaged from the world, but actually I’m all in favour of being engaged. I am suggesting that the more time you spend getting mentally engaged with things you have no control over and which you have no intention of doing anything about (which is, by its nature, frustrating), the less time you will have to be engaged with things that are closer to you and have more meaning for you.

So if something from the big wide world out there is making you angry, then either do something about it or mentally set it aside. Anger without action is useless.

Which of these two people is helping more: Sam, who continually gets angry, frustrated and upset about the inequalities of wealth in the world but does nothing about it except talk non-stop at dinner parties? Or Susan, who gets upset, sets up a monthly donation of a proportion of her income to a charity that aims to assist the economically disadvantaged and then stops thinking about it? Sam is making himself unhappy, and is not helping. Susan isn’t making herself unhappy and is helping.

controlling stress

Balance isn’t just about the number of hours you spend at work, at home and elsewhere. It is about the quality of those hours. An important part of making the most of your time is being able to reduce and control stress. Stress builds up when we are rushed, impatient, angry, busy, or any one of a number of other things that are part of leading a busy, active life.

Try to stop it building up by cultivating calm in a crisis. Getting angry, tense and impatient rarely helps. Focus on what needs to be done, and do it. Don’t waste time and energy losing control.

Traffic jams happen. Photocopiers break. Smashing your fist on the steering wheel or kicking the machine doesn’t help. Do what you can do to solve the problem, and if you can’t do anything, sing a happy song until the lights change.


If things are outside your control, accept them.



Calm yourself from the outside in. Control the symptoms of stress—fidgeting, rapid shallow breathing, pacing, etc. Make yourself act calm, and you may find you are able to trick your mind into calming down too.

These things might help too:


	Exercise. Include as much incidental exercise as you can in your day.

	Eat well. Fruit and veggies especially.

	Don’t drink too much booze. Living life is tricky enough without trying to do it with a hangover.

	Cultivate temporal shortsightedness. That is, focus on what you have to do next, rather than worrying about all the things you have to get done this week. When you get home, try to forget work. If you have something big coming up tomorrow, trust in your preparation and abilities. Worrying about it won’t help.




the end,  
or the
beginning

 

 

IT’S not hard to read a book. My daughter reads one every night (although admittedly they are a lot shorter than this one and don’t have big words like ‘admittedly’ in them). I have read many books that, while I was reading them, led me to think that I should change something about my life. Then, after I finished reading, did I actually change anything? Sometimes, but often no.

If the contents of this book have led you to think that you would like to change your work/life balance, and that change may be possible and achievable for you, then the challenge you now face is to go and do it. It takes a lot more time and effort to change your life than it does to simply read a book, and there are always many reasons you can find to convince yourself that now is not the right time to change. There’s a promotion just around the corner, or you just want to chip away at the mortgage for a few more years, or in 28 more years you’ll be retiring anyway. Stop! Do it now!

We all fear change. It’s natural. Even if things aren’t perfect now, who is to say change won’t make them worse? Inside us all is a pessimist. There’s also an optimist, but the pessimist is often more pushy in grabbing the microphone.

It’s easy to accept the status quo. It may not be perfect but at least we know what it is. Every election campaign you hear people ask, ‘But why should we change?’ Behind that statement is fear. What if the new mob makes things worse? Change is a risk. But without change we atrophy, we grow bored and crusty, we lose interest and excitement. Think back to the best parts of your life, think of three great moments. I bet they all involved something new, some change, a risk that you took.

Changes aimed at improving your work/life balance may be particularly tricky because they often go against the grain of organisational and societal norms. If everyone else is rushing to prove how ambitious and self-sacrificing they are at work, it may not be easy to seek to implement changes aimed at reducing your time there. A whole lot of excuses are available. But the one question I think you need—we all need—to ask is this: taking everything into account—my job, my income, my expenses, my family, my hobbies, my social life and everything else—what is going to make me, and those I care most about, the happiest? If you think the answer is having more free time, then you know what you should be doing.

Don’t be put off if you think many of the strategies I’ve discussed can’t be applied to your job. You won’t know what is possible until, firstly, you get into the details of figuring out a plan that will improve your work/life balance, and secondly (but only if you need to) ask for permission to implement it. You may be pleasantly surprised. If not, then it’s only round one. Think again. Try something else.

The worst thing you can do is to identify that improving your work/life balance is a priority for you, and then not do anything about it. If you have urges to balance your life and you ignore them, then one day there will be a price to pay. It may even have an effect on your development as a person. But if you tackle it—if you first dream with a soft head, and then plan with a hard head—the rewards can be great.

But don’t take my word for it. Find out for yourself.
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