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Time is the coin of your life.  It is the only coin you have, 

and only you can determine how it will be spent.  

Be careful lest you let other people spend it for you.

Carl Sandberg
Do you often feel overwhelmed with responsibilities and obligations?  Have important aspects of a healthy life—exercise, healthy food, deep relationships, quiet time, sleep, reading, leisure activities—become luxuries?  Do you feel caught in a life you have little control over?  Many print resources are available to help people who answer yes to those questions, but finding the time to read them is the challenge.  The following review compiles helpful principles and tools from 14 books in the MSUE Professional Development library on time and energy management, and space and work organization.  The resources reviewed are listed at the end, and all can be checked out online by MSUE staff at: http://web2.canr.msu.edu/leadnet/order/index.cfm.   
At the end of each section are “MSU Extension Best Practices”  contributed by participants in an online workshop during a professional development day called SERV—Sharing Extension Resources Virtually.  Participants in this session are listed below, before ‘resources reviewed’.  There are many excellent suggestions for best practices.  We advise you to read through the document, and then choose one or two changes to implement.  It’s difficult to make several changes at a time, so start with what you can reasonably commit to, and then add other changes as your first ones get established as habits.  Good luck!
Energy

“Energy, not time, is the fundamental currency of high performance” according to authors Loehr and Schwartz (p.4).  Their book focuses on ways to keep fully engaged by periodically renewing four related sources of energy:  physical, emotional, mental and spiritual.  The common phrase “running on empty” can be thought of as a lack of energy in any of these four areas.  The appendix of their book contains a helpful outline summary of what the authors call their “Full Engagement System” (pp. 197-202), and the book contains much practical wisdom for replenishing energy.
MSU Extension Best Practices for Replenishing Energy

Spirit  

· Meditate, pray, have a quiet time—especially first thing in the morning.

· Have alone time.

· Walk the dog. 

· Spend time in nature—walking, camping.

· Be involved in a church.

· Use music—listen or play; and sing.

· Garden.

· Bake bread.

Mind 

· Read.

· Alternate among assignments.

· Enjoy movies.

· Enjoy other types of mental exercise—games, crosswords, Sudoku.

Body  

· Exercise:  engage in all types—canoe, bike, hike, ride horses, walk, run, dance, play ping pong; use stretchy bands for upper body in the office.

· Sleep; take naps.

· Stretch, do yoga.

· Eat healthy.

Emotions

· Connect with others (humans and non-humans)—spend time with family, kids, spouse, friends:  play, watch movies, talk, walk, walk the dog, ride the horse.

· Laugh.

· Shop.

Priorities & Focus
· “The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing” is the underlying theme of the classic book, First Things First (p. 75).  Using the passion of a mission or vision to keep priorities straight, and the power of aligned goals, the authors advise creating a weekly worksheet to organize tasks.  They introduce the important/urgent quadrant diagram, and advise against the ‘tyranny of the urgent.’  Learning how to spend more time in the important/not urgent quadrant is the key to putting first things first.   Co-workers dropping in desperate for help, phone calls asking for immediate action, emails popping up—all may appear innocently easy to take care of, but they break concentration and foster unproductive multi-tasking (see the next bullet).   Scheduling uninterrupted time to focus on longer term goals helps keep the main things the main things, and protects your time from being preempted by other people’s crises.   (See also Mackenzie pp. 63-70, Cook p. 63, Luecke p. 11), Sundheim & Dodd p. 39)
In Time Warrior, Chandler promotes the interesting idea of “non-linear” time management as a commitment to a laser-like focus on only the task at hand.  The key to relieving oneself of the burdens of a long line of future tasks is to reflectively ask oneself what undone task is causing the most anxiety currently, and then doing that first.  Another key is to schedule tasks to specific days and time slots, and then stop thinking about them and focus on now.
· Focus on one thing at a time and don’t multi-task!  There is a growing body of research evidence that multi-tasking is a myth; the brain can only focus on one thing at a time.  While multi-tasking, people make more mistakes, take longer to finish a task, and can’t learn (see Crouch, 37-39).  One helpful technique to avoid the temptation to multi-task is to get into the habit of using two words: right now. When you find yourself multi-tasking, or thinking or worrying about something while doing something else, stop and say “Right now, I’m focusing on _____________.”  Then refocus on the task at hand.  Soon the words right now will trigger a refocus.  (Also see Sundheim & Dodd p.75, Le Blanc p.95)

· The 80/20 rule—“eighty percent of your results come from 20 percent of your efforts”, also called the Pareto principle, and elaborated in books by Richard Koch, has been called “one of the most powerful and overlooked time-savers and productivity enhancers available” by Crouch (p. 25).  He suggests devoting 96 concentrated minutes early in your day (20% of 8 hours) to your highest priority, before meetings, email, and phone messages.  He believes you’ll see a big difference in your productivity if you stick to this for a week.  The rest of his book, Getting Organized:  Learning how to focus, organize and prioritize, is full of other pithy, practical advice in short, readable chapters.
· Say ‘No.’  One thing the experts all agree on…in order to reach your goals, accomplish your vision and fulfill your mission YOU MUST BE WILLING TO SAY NO to things that don’t move you in the right direction.  Use your plan of work as a tool for keeping your goals clear—if something doesn’t fit, either reevaluate your overall plan and revise it, or say no.
MSUE Best Practices for Keeping Focused on Priorities

Managing priorities & minimizing interruptions: 

· Devote 1-2 hours (20%) of the ‘best’ part of your day (when your energy or creativity is at its best, or when interruptions are the least) to your highest priorities. 

· Decide on one thing you must get done in a day, and focus on it.

· Schedule blocks of time on calendar for specific priority projects.

· Schedule times each day to look at email.

· Turn off email notifications when focusing on a project.

· Send an automatic email response when not available.

· Set calls to go directly to voicemail when working on priorities.

· Turn the ringer volume down on the phone to minimize distraction.

· Shut your door (if you have one) to let others know when you can’t be interrupted.

· Use a sign outside your door or cubicle: "In but out—will be available at____", or “Do not disturb - concentrating!”

· Say ‘No.’ Use your plan of work to limit involvement in non-essential work.

· Work at home for a day.

Priority lists:

· Have a white board or hanging sheet to write down the priorities for that day.

· Use the KanBan method for organizing a to-do list with three columns—backlog, in progress (only 3 or less), done.  Put post-it notes in each column.

· Have a to-do list based on priorities for the day.  List things in priority order and cross things off as you move down the list.  Have two columns:  ‘Priority’ and ‘Secondary’.

· When doing a task, if you get distracted by thoughts of another task, jot those thoughts down on a list in order to keep focused on the current task. 

· Before leaving work, or before bed, make a to-do list for the next day.

· Put the first thing to do the next day next to your computer before you leave. 

· Use the task feature of outlook to list priorities for the day.

· Use to-do lists for the week as well as the day.

· Use weekly team to-do lists.

· Use Google Analytics for analysis—ranks what clients use—> become my priorities.

Time Use
Many authors focus on time management as the key to controlling the stress of overload.  Below are some bullet points of helpful time management concepts and tips.
· Analysis.  In order to use your time better, you need to understand how you are using it currently.    Some authors recommend using a time/activity log to track your time use (Morgenstern, Haynes).  Once you have a record of this Haynes (2009) recommends evaluating your activities with three ‘tests’:
· The Test of Necessity:  Is this nice, or necessary?
· The Test of Appropriateness:  Who should be doing this?  Could/should I give it to someone else to do?
· The Test of Efficiency:  Is there any better way to do this? 
His short, practical guide contains many helpful self-assessments and worksheets.
· Planning, Scheduling, & Interruptions.  Most of the resources consulted discuss various forms of to-do lists, and other ways to take control of your time.  Focusing the first 90 minutes of your day to your highest priority is one of those ways, mentioned in the bullet above on the 80/20 rule (Crouch; Rogak).    Using Outlook to schedule not only meetings but also time for desk work and even reading is one way to use the calendar tool.  The task list can also be effective as a to-do checklist.  Mackenzie (1997 p. 43) provides  a schedule template for an ‘ideal day’ that may not work for everyone; but the idea of creating a daily template that fits the type of work you do and intentionally sets aside time for quiet concentration, email, and phone calls, for example, can be useful.
A helpful acronym is WADE—Write down everything you have to do; Add up how long each thing will take;  Decide what pieces you will actually do; and Execute your plan (Morgenstern, 2004, p. 62-68).  If there’s too much to do in a given time period, Morgenstern recommends applying the four D’s—delete, delay, delegate, or diminish (by chunking big projects into smaller tasks).

A Shortcut Summaries booklet on Getting Things Done by David Allen (Shortcut Summaries, 2012) recommends following the natural process our unstressed brains go through when faced with a challenge or project:  1) Define the purpose; 2) Visualize the outcome; 3) Brainstorm strategies & solutions; 4) Organize for action; and 5) Take next steps (see pp. 14-18).
No matter how carefully you plan and schedule, there will be interruptions—phone, email, drop-ins, quick questions, and text messages, for example.   Although you don’t have control over all of these, you DO have control over many (Crouch, p. 113; see also Le Blanc).  If you schedule your 96 minutes of uninterrupted time first thing of the day, you can hold off answering the phone and email until after that.  You can schedule email times, turn off pop-up or sound reminders, and put up a sign at the entrance to your cubicle or office, something like:  
“Concentration underway!  I’ll be available at_____(!”  OR

“In but out (.  I’ll be available at ________.”
· Meetings.  All authors agree that much time is wasted in bad meetings.  A rule of thumb is, only have a meeting if there is no other way to accomplish your objectives.  If you understand the purpose of a meeting, first look for any legitimate reason to avoid it.  Ask: can we accomplish our purpose by email, with a one-on-one conversation, by sharing documents?  If a meeting is absolutely necessary, have outcome-oriented objectives; make sure the right people come; send materials for review in advance; start and end on time; keep on track; have a recorder; end with a clear plan of next steps.  To learn more about effective meetings, take the three-day class offered by MSUE’s Leadership and Civic Engagement team (Greening Institute) called Facilitative Leadership.  You’ll never have another time-wasting meeting!  (See Crouch pp. 139-140; Mackenzie pp. 149-156).
· Time Wasting & Procrastinating.  Causes of these include: perfectionism; impulsiveness (resulting in being overloaded); fear of failure; perception (seems too hard or too boring); uncertainty of what to do, how to do it, or where to start.  Dealing with it:  Choose the area of procrastination bothering you most, and tackle it—set a weekly or daily appointment to focus on it, allowing NO distractions. Move on to the next area, tackling the big ones first (See Chandler, Crouch, Luecke, and others).
· Delegating.  Haynes offers some helpful categories to get you started if you’re struggling to delegate (pp.55-56). Divide your current tasks/responsibilities into three lists: 
· Work That Can Be Delegated Immediately

· Work to Delegate after Training 
· Work That Can Only Be Done by You
Tips on delegating given by several authors include:

· Communicate clearly/Give thorough instructions—converse with the delegate to ensure a shared understanding of your expectations.

· Provide appropriate training—devote time to help the delegate develop their full capacity; this will save you future time and energy.

· Give authority along with responsibility—Be sure the delegate has the necessary finances, clerical help, equipment, and decision making power to complete the tasks.

· Establish accountability & follow up—don’t simply cut others loose to perform their tasks, use weekly status reports, or whatever it takes to be sure the delegates are staying on track, and have the help they need.

· Resist ‘Upward Delegation,’—staff bringing their problems back to you to solve. Become practiced in giving recommendations, and allowing them to make decisions.

· Be thankful & don’t dump.  Be thankful and encouraging when tasks are done well—and be careful not to simply dump your mundane tasks on others. (Mackenzie 1997; Sundheim & Dodd 2005.)

MSUE Best Practices for Managing Time
Time use

· Track time use, to become aware of how to be more efficient.

· Estimate time for projects and then go back and readjust actual time spent on project.

Digital organization
· Use Outlook tools:  drag emails to the task list or calendar , or cut and paste relevant info into task or calendar notes to make sure important info is available.

· Read emails once and then respond or file.

· Keep important emails organized into folders.  

· Create a logical system of electronic files and folders; something uniquely designed for your needs.

Meetings

· Avoid meetings as much as possible.  Always ask two questions—1) What's the purpose/expected outcome of the meeting?  2)  Is there another way we could accomplish that?

· Provide or ask for an agenda ahead of time. 

· Have an agenda, with times allocated, and follow it.

· Use a parking lot for off-agenda items.

· Paste agendas into your calendar when you receive them.

· Have team members help keep meetings on task. 

· Set times for meetings to begin and end.

Delegation

· Delegate some meetings or projects to team members when your presence isn’t critical.

· Practice shared leadership and give up responsibility for some things to others.

Deadlines & procrastination

· Set deadlines for yourself and share them with others to establish accountability. 

· Give yourself deadlines way before they need to be done.  

· Before you leave work at night, or begin in the morning, write down the most important thing you are procrastinating, or the thing that is causing you the most anxiety.  Resolve to take one step towards completing it that day.

· Consider that procrastinating may be a way to let a task ‘germinate,’ and let the work emerge when the time is ripe (bottom line: don’t worry about it ().

Space Organization

· Everything in its place.  In Getting Organized, Crouch (2005, pp.40-41) offers two simple rules to follow: 1) have a specific  place to put things; 2) form the habit of putting things where they belong. He recommends making a sketch of all desk drawers, file cabinets, and other storage, and decide where all your papers, files, and supplies, should go.
· Keep your desk clean! This is mentioned consistently throughout time management materials. Your mind will switch back and forth among all files and piles visible on your desk, so keep it clear except for the one thing you are working on. (Mackenzie 1997; Sundheim & Dodd 2005).
· File organization: in a very easy-access file drawer, create hanging files labeled 1-31, and another set labeled “January” to “December,” tracking daily tasks for the current month, as well as future tasks (by month) through the rest of the year. You may have heard of this system before…It used to be more popular, but seems to have been replaced by more technologically savvy methods. Crouch believes this is still one of the easiest ways to keep your life organized (2005, pp.73-78).

· De-cluttering: 1) schedule regular time to de-clutter, and do so until it’s done. 2) Go through your papers and organize them into piles of; Toss, Delegate, Do, Follow-up, and File (Sundheim & Dodd 2005, pp.46-48).

MSUE Best Practices for Organizing Physical AND Digital Space

Physical space

· Keep the desk clear except for the one project I’m working on.

· Box up or discard old files to make space for filing current projects.  

· Commit to going through a few files per day to gradually update files.

· Have necessary paper files put in drawers, labeled so they are easy to find.  Handle Once and Put Away!

· Clean your desk before you leave so that in in the morning you can start fresh. 

· When it's time to leave for the day, organize what's on your desk so the next morning you’re ready to go with the files/paper that needs the most attention.

Digital space

· Go through email from time to time and delete what I don't need.

· Use folders, subfolder and more subfolders in Outlook to keep virtually organized.

· Use Outlook to automatically move incoming email to already categorized folders.

· Use Evernote (a free App/software program that allows you to take notes, recordings and more), or OneNote (a Microsoft Office Product , the "Purple N," a cool notebook program). 
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