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Introduction

The trouble with being in the rat race is that even if you win, you’re still a rat.

—Lily Tomlin

While standing in line for a cup of coffee recently, I witnessed a reunion between two women who obviously knew each other well. After their initial greetings, they proceeded to try to top each other as to who was the busiest. One had a job with lots of overtime under the threat of unemployment, along with a family to feed and clothe and a house to keep tidy and maintained. The other had one of those “gifted” preschoolers who required every kind of over-the-top activity and special tutoring to get into Harvard. I found myself thinking, “Pffffft, try working my schedule, then you’d know what busy really is.” Then I realized that, just like these women, I had fallen into the “competition for busyness” trap. Since when did busy become the latest status symbol?

Our society seems to have changed more in the past thirty years than it did in the entire previous millennium; we’ve become wired, not just in the digital sense, but wired in the activity sense. In our efforts to have it all, we’ve created a culture of busyness. But is it working? Do we lead balanced lives with a sense of purpose, or do we just have a to-do list that we’ll never get completed?

An Early Start to Busy

I’ve always been in a hurry. I was born in less than an hour and premature to boot. By age twelve, I knew by heart the formula for my father’s foamless detergent manufacturing process, and I balanced the company books. I never walked anywhere in high school—I ran or did a cross between the military march and modern dance to get where I was going. I completed my five-year college program in four years. The only thing that mattered to me was what was next.

When I got my first computer in the mid-eighties, I was thrilled at how much time it saved me writing letters, keeping track of people, and organizing my finances. Then I got a fax machine. Whoopee, I didn’t have to wait on the postal service to get things done quickly. Then came the Internet, cable, cell phones, PDAs, and a caffeine-delivery system on every corner. Earth had become heaven, custom-made for a zoom freak like me.

My “busy” started to become too busy almost imperceptibly, and soon all the time-saving technology convinced me to use my extra time to do extra work. Gradually I became a slave to the speed at which newer technology and new gadgets allowed me to work. I was living the multitasker’s dream—more speed, more work, more stimuli, more responses required. Faster! Better! More!

I became a poster child and champion of the overbooked, overcommitted, and overstressed control freak. This became strikingly clear the morning I woke up with a massive pressure in my chest and the inability to catch my breath. The more I tried to calm myself down, the worse my symptoms got. I had a fleeting thought that I should probably see a doctor, but how could I find the time?

Emergency Wake-Up Call

My husband kept asking, “What’s wrong? Should I call 911?” As a former trauma nurse, I went through the checklist. Shortness of breath? Chest pain? Left arm numbness? Indigestion? Light-headedness? Yes, yes, yes, yes.

Egads, I was diagnosing my own heart attack! My thought right before I passed out was, “This can’t be happening to me—I’m barely fifty!”

When I woke up, four burly firemen in my bedroom were strapping me to a gurney. Ever the control freak, I was barking orders at them even as they negotiated our stairwell: “Watch the handrail! Easy on the new paint! Tip me this way.”

As one rookie paramedic attempted to start an IV line in my arm, I pointed to my left arm and said, “No, not that vein, it was blown years ago. Use this one.” As they attached me to the heart monitor, I twisted around, practically upside down, to check the EKG tracing.

“Normal sinus rhythm, run another lead!” I barked between shrieks of pain.

We finally arrived at the emergency room, after what was probably the most irritating ambulance ride of the attendants’ careers. This was the same ER I’d worked in years ago, before I became a full-time professional speaker and road warrior.

Thanks to the wonders of modern pharmacology, the staff was finally able to calm me down, and they ran several tests. After a few hours, the doctor came in with that look on his face. You know, the look that says, “I need to deliver bad news, and I’m not looking forward to it.”

He leaned against the end of my bed and said, “I believe you have had a massive . . . panic attack.”

What? This diagnosis just did not seem possible. I was in total control of my life. I couldn’t possibly be having a panic attack. Or so I thought.

Before being discharged, I was given strong warnings to slow down, eat better, and get some rest. It was suggested that I follow up with my doctor to find a professional trained in stress reduction. My fellow nurses were also kind enough to remind me that, as a former nurse myself, I’d once cared for many of those who didn’t heed these kinds of warnings. They jogged my memory of treating victims of terrible accidents caused by driving while drowsy, young executives having dreadful heart attacks, and witnessing other patients’ psychiatric stays for emotional collapse.

Ultra-Busy Control-Freak Rehab

Before you go thinking that I miraculously converted myself from the ultra-busy control freak into the countess of calm, let me assure you that old habits do indeed die hard. Just because I was scared witless during my trip to the ER and was nagged by my family, friends, and physicians to slow down doesn’t mean I actually wanted to get off my crazy but familiar treadmill.

I was secretly sad that I didn’t have a heart attack. From all my cardiac nursing experience, I knew how to rehabilitate a heart attack, but I didn’t have a clue as to how to recover from a panic attack. But in true ultra-busy control-freak fashion, I set out to fix the problem. I got myself into therapy, found a cause that I loved, and after much thought and the advice of my physician, decided to try some medication to help with my stress levels.

At the onset of my panic attack rehab program, I had a secret, burning hunger to recapture the passion for life that I’d had when I was younger. You know, that “I’m going to save the world” passion and energy. This was beyond midlife crisis and the longing for lost youth. I was looking for meaning and purpose, something beyond myself. I wasn’t looking to wind down or retire, but for a vision and a point of focus for the next (and perhaps final) act of my life.

I took a hard, critical inventory of how I spent my time, what my goals were, and what I wanted my life to look (and feel) like. I took a magnifying lens to my health, home, community, relationships, career, money, personal development, and spirituality.

Making the changes I needed to be a recovering ultra-busy control freak have been challenging and, at times, all-consuming. But I believe I have saved my sanity, my marriage, and, perhaps, my life.

Surf Lessons

My grandmother wouldn’t tolerate me complaining or not taking responsibility for my own life. I can recall having lunch on her beautiful seaside patio years before my panic attack. I was bemoaning the economy, unsatisfactory relationships, and my disappointments. She looked at me and said, “Connie, stop yelling at the waves and just learn how to surf.” She was a major fan of the phrase “just do it” before a certain shoe company even had a clue. Only when you accept that it’s your responsibility—your job—to overcome busyness will you be able to do so.

This book brings together the stories and advice I’ve received from countless interviews with men and women who are deep in the trenches of busy, modern lives. I’ve also included pearls of wisdom from leaders in the fields of business, medicine, and mind-body research. Reading these pages and doing the exercises is a way for you to pump the brakes on your busyness and start living with clarity instead of craziness, harmony instead of hostility, and satisfaction instead of sorrow. In other words, get ready to learn how to surf!


Part 1
The New Culture of Busyness


Chapter 1
Are You in over Your Head?

Beware the barrenness of a busy life.

—Socrates

When you discovered that you could not only bring home the bacon but fry it in a pan while feeding the baby at the same time, you probably got a certain high just from getting all of it done. Then you found you could add a call to your best friend. And start a load of laundry. And floss your teeth. Then you may have asked yourself whether you could also outline your sales presentation. The answer: “Yes . . . I . . . can!”

Once you start asking yourself what else you can manage to fit in, where does it end? If you’re not careful, you’ll get sucked deeper and deeper into your “activity abyss.” Pretty soon you’ll have lost the basic ability to be present, not to mention your fundamental joy in life. And that’s no way to live. But unfortunately these days it seems all too common.

Busyness Is the New Status Symbol

As a society we are obsessed with being busy. We seem to actually pride ourselves on getting as little sleep as possible and being overworked because we’re looking for satisfaction and significance. For modern women and men, busy has become the newest status symbol. We are at risk for burn-out or—even worse—rust-out! We are experiencing not just physical signs of stress, such as insomnia, indigestion, and headaches, but also unrealized dreams, along with empty nests, raging hormones, and aging parents. Modern life is not for wimps.

If everyone else is busy, then what’s the big deal? Your friends and coworkers seem to madly dash around to get their to-dos done. Admit it, if someone tells you how busy they are, you feel the urge to tell them that you’re much busier. In fact, you’re so busy you haven’t slept a consecutive eight hours since the late nineties. If you offer enough proof to get your competitor to concede the point, then congratulations. You win! But what have you got to show for it?

Busyness has been called a “soft addiction.” When you’re moving fast and getting things done, you get a little psychic—and physical—boost. It’s as though your energy produces even more energy—a sort of high, not unlike that of a drug addict. As with most addictive behaviors, that feeling doesn’t last for very long, and then you need even more to get that high again. Is your striving for more making you more busy than you can handle?

What if you’re a frazzled, single working mom struggling to keep your head above water? Striving or struggling, you’ve probably gotten busier than you could handle without even realizing how bad it was getting. Like water slowly dripping onto a stone, every bit of busyness has the power to slowly and imperceptibly wear you down. It’s as though you’re a circus juggler starting with two balls. You get really good with two, so you add another. Then you get good with three and add another, and so on. Pretty soon you’re juggling chainsaws, wondering, how did this happen?

One of my students told me that she was good at tuning out all distractions so she could really focus on a project and meet her deadline. Recently, though, she was feeling bothered and unfocused at work. “When I landed this job, I was bothered by the phones ringing, colleagues chatting, even the noise from street traffic, but I learned to tune it out. Now, I snap at people, and I’m always running late. I’m smart. I’m capable. Why can’t I get my job done?”

Demanding constant high-intensity output is hard on your body, heart, and soul, frequently leading to a fraying of your nerves and dwindling of your energy. You need breaks, balance, and breathing space. Be careful when you relentlessly keep yourself focused, productive, busy—on. The body takes what it needs, whether you’ve scheduled it or not.

Are You Too Busy for Your Own Good?

Busyness is personal. What you call normal might be considered overly busy and stressful to the next person. Although it’s hard to quantify exactly how busy you are, this quiz will guide you in determining if it’s affecting your life adversely.

Go through the following list and check all of the statements that are true for you:

[image: Image] Are you working hard but feeling like you’re not getting enough done?

[image: Image] Do you feel underappreciated for your work or all you do at home?

[image: Image] Do you multitask in the car, while exercising, or at meals?

[image: Image] Do you have difficulty falling or staying asleep?

[image: Image] Do you ever skip meals or find yourself eating too fast?

[image: Image] Do you often lose or misplace important items or documents at home or work?

[image: Image] Have you ever missed family members’ events because of work?

[image: Image] Are you mentally scattered or not feeling in control?

[image: Image] Are you more sad, grumpy, short-tempered, or angry with people in the past six months?

[image: Image] Do you refuse sex or intimacy because you’re too tired?

[image: Image] Do you use caffeine, energy drinks, or over-the-counter stimulants to push past your fatigue more than once a week?

[image: Image] Do you feel alone and unsupported when facing emotional or physical problems?

[image: Image] Do you often splurge or overspend to treat yourself after a big week?

[image: Image] Do you tell at least one person how busy you are every day?

[image: Image] Do you get frequent headaches, indigestion, fatigue, or body aches and pain?

[image: Image] Are your shoulders and neck tight right now?

[image: Image] Have you skipped or forgotten appointments in the past six months?

[image: Image] Do you skip exercise because you’re too tired?

[image: Image] Do you beg off meeting with friends because of your workload or being tired?

[image: Image] Have you skipped downtime, hobbies, or spiritual activities, such as church, meditation, yoga, or praying in the past week?

[image: Image] Are you always available to take calls from work?

Total number of statements checked: ______________

Scoring Your Busyness Level

1–5 You are busy and starting to get frustrated, but with some attention to the problem and a little fine-tuning, you can turn it around.

6–10 You are too busy and starting to show cracks in your physical health, mental well-being, and relationships. Make a commitment to take better care of yourself.

11–15 You are ultra-busy, exhausted, and facing burnout. Your health is being compromised, and your relationships are in jeopardy. Make a plan and start working it to save your body, mind, and soul.

16–21 You are in the danger zone: if you don’t start making serious changes now, you are surely heading for serious health consequences and relationship breakdowns.

I Can’t Get No Satisfaction, or How Does Your Wheel Roll?

How do you know whether you’re ultra-busy? For one thing, you’ve probably been neglecting one of the key areas in your life. Sometimes it’s hard to determine whether we’re too busy overall because some areas in life are still running perfectly smoothly. However, when you’re firing on all cylinders all the time, something’s got to give. I want to give you a very simple and quick method for assessing your current level of satisfaction. You’ll see that the way you allocate your busyness may have been sabotaging your satisfaction and quality of life.

Like so many of my coaching clients, one executive began our first session with, “Things are OK at work, my family’s good, but I just feel like something’s missing.” I had her do the following exercise, and she quickly identified that the something missing was balance. Our plan for working together became to focus on certain areas of dissatisfaction and distribute her activities accordingly.

Take out a blank piece of paper and draw a large circle on it. Divide it into six equal parts—as if it were a wheel with six spokes or an apple pie sliced into six equal pieces.

Label each piece of the circle with one of the six major areas of your life:

[image: Image] Career: your job, career opportunities, business involvement

[image: Image] Money: the state of your finances, budget, insurance, investments

[image: Image] Health: your physical condition, fitness, well-being, appearance

[image: Image]

The six major areas of your life

[image: Image] Spirituality: your practice of faith, matters of soul, self-development

[image: Image] Relationships: interactions with your family, friends, coworkers, community

[image: Image] Home: where you live, the condition and comfort of your environment

On a scale of one to ten (ten being the highest), rate your satisfaction in each of the six areas. With the center of the wheel being “zero” and the outer circle a “ten,” shade in each area (or piece of the pie) with the corresponding number. Draw a line halfway between the center and the border of that pie piece and shade it from center to that line. For example, the illustration shows satisfaction in the money area as a 5. Continue with all six areas.

[image: Image]

The wheel of life

Look at your wheel. This is an illustration of how your life is rolling along. If it were an actual wheel, would it roll smoothly with the spokes hitting the ground evenly? Or would it clunk and bump along like a flat tire on your car? When you’re balanced, your life rolls along more smoothly, and satisfaction is the result.

If you’re like most folks, the areas you rated the highest in satisfaction are the ones that you put the most time and energy into. Because you put the most time and energy into them, you get the most satisfaction or payback. Conversely, you probably avoid putting energy into those areas with which you aren’t very satisfied.

If this sounds like a vicious cycle, it is. But the good news is that you can change all that—your busyness, your balance, and your happiness. You might think that you’re busy because you have to be, or because you want to be. But why are you really busy? This book is aimed at helping you find the answer and giving you the tools to get your busyness in balance so you will have more satisfaction and meaning in your life.

De-Busify Now!

Some of the audience members at my workshops have told me that as long as they’re still putting one foot in front of the other, they’ll keep powering forward. In a way, this is true—I know how to ignore a twitching eye or back spasm and “carry on.” Right before the personal collapse that landed me in the ER, I was doing call-in radio shows before the sun came up, speaking around the nation several times a month, writing books, and monitoring my grandmother’s care in assisted living, all while being a newlywed, daughter, friend, and business owner. It felt normal to me, but my body let me know that it wasn’t normal.

You might not be aware of how your own busyness and overstimulation have gotten out of hand. The type of busy that overtakes your life does so incrementally, not all at once. You’ve probably added tasks, behaviors, and thoughts little by little, so that you were never fully aware that your busyness level was going into the danger zone.

Don’t be a casualty; de-busify now! Use the information in this book to de-stress and rebalance your life. Your body, soul, friends, and family will all be grateful that you did. Every great journey begins with one first step. Take a look at some of the reasons you’re so busy. After reading the entire book, focus on the areas in which you’re feeling the most frustrated, angry, out of control, or hopeless. Find the skills, tips, answers, and suggestions that work for you.

Happy de-busifying!


Chapter 2
What Are Your Reasons for Being Too Busy?

It is not enough to be busy. So are the ants. The question is, what are we busy about?

—Henry David Thoreau

What are the real reasons you fill your days and nights with activities until you’ve run yourself ragged? “Who else is going to do it?” “What choice do I have?” Yes, but why else? Go deeper. You are part of a culture of overachievers who aim to be deliriously happy and wildly successful at the same time rather than merely content and comfortable. But your reasons for being busy go beyond that. Perhaps you’re proving your worth to an estranged family or showing the old neighborhood that you’ve succeeded in spite of your troubled teens. Possibly you just want to fit into a clique that you fought hard to be accepted by or thumb your nose at the bully who claims you’ll never amount to anything.

In any case, it’s important that you know your reasons for being so busy. Once you’ve pinpointed your reasons, it’s easy to weigh them out and see whether they’re really as valid as you think—they probably aren’t. In this chapter, we’ll also be taking a look at some of the excuses a lot of people make. Excuses are feeble, often unconscious attempts to explain why some behavior really isn’t your fault. It usually involves placing blame on outside people or forces. The difference between reasons and excuses is accountability for your decisions and actions. You may even be unaware of how this difference affects your outlook and, ultimately, your life. But you can learn to recognize when you are making excuses and take control of your busyness. This just might mark the difference between a too-busy life and a life you love.

Why Are We So Busy?

The answer just might lie within the ever-increasing productivity of the U.S. workforce. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the total number of hours worked weekly has remained essentially static for thirty years, but productivity has climbed steadily during the same period. As a nation, we’re using technology to work harder and increase our output, not to help us slow down or ease our workloads.

Working away from the office is also a factor leading to being overly busy. Cell phones, e-mail, and telework all have helped to turn many homes into an office away from the office. When our BlackBerries are on constantly, we’re so connected and hooked into work that our official office hours are extended to “indefinitely.”

Also, lest we forget, work is not the sum total of our existence. Each of us has many different roles in life. On any given day you may be a worker, a partner, a parent, a spouse, a child, a leader, a friend, a consumer, and an audience desperately in need of entertainment for unwinding. Filling all of these roles is demanding. Each one requires that you maintain the same pace and productivity, but obviously that is not possible. Everything and everyone in your life is competing for a piece of you, just as you want your fair share. So you get busy and stay busy, even though there is only so much of you to go around.

The RQ Test (Find Out the “Reasons Quotient” of Your Busyness)

As I said before, in order to tame the ultra-busy lifestyle you’ve created, it is important to explore your reasons for it being that way in the first place. Investigating the deeper motivations behind your busyness allows you to loosen the grip that frenetic activity has on you. This self-discovery will empower and strengthen you to make positive changes in your behavior and, ultimately, your busyness.

For each statement that is true for you frequently, give yourself 3.

For each statement that is true for you sometimes, give yourself 2.

For each statement that is true for you infrequently, give yourself 1.

For each statement that is never true for you, give yourself 0.

1. When I have a list of things to do, I feel like I can’t slow down or let up until I get them all done. _____

2. When people complain about their job or money, I think, “Just shut up, get busy, and things will be better.” _____

3. My kind of job isn’t that easy to come by, and I need to perform at a high level in order to keep it or move up in my profession. _____

4. My industry is 24/7/365 or has a strong international presence. I often telecommute and can be reached for work queries most anytime. _____

5. I need the money more than ever because the economy is such a mess. _____

6. My family depends on me to do all of this. _____

7. My personal digital assistant is left on during evenings, weekends, and personal time. _____

8. My parents weren’t successful, and I don’t want to be like them.

9. I don’t have time to even think about a mate, let alone date. Love? Forget it, I’m too busy! _____

10. People seem to respect and treat me better when they know how busy I am.

11. The world is a mess. If we don’t save it, who will? _____

Total _____

Results

0–11 Congratulations! You are busy, but your natural immunity is fighting off an acute infection. Busyness isn’t your permanent style, just a temporary approach to life that you can tame easily.

12–21 You’ve got the busyness disease. You’re listening a little too much to the world and not enough to your own healthy thoughts and plans. Decide to be busy for significance, not success in the worldly sense.

22–33 You’ve got the busyness plague, and it’s not looking good at the moment. Your busyness is stressing you to the point that soon you’ll be unhealthy, bitter, and cynical. You could be so much happier, but you must focus your attention and work with diligence to turn this around.

How Valid Are Your Reasons?

Without letting personal responsibility off the hook, I believe there are some very powerful forces working on us—childhood, our parents, education, jobs, and a million other circumstances on this planet we call home. These forces have a gradual and cumulative effect, developing slowly but surely and becoming well established before becoming apparent. Being too busy sneaks up on you, and before you know it, you’re ultra-busy. Let’s explore those forces and your top offenders. For those statements in the RQ Test you felt were true for you “frequently” or “sometimes,” read the following responses to examine the possible reasons for your busyness.

The Tasks Master

“When I have a list of things to do, I feel like I can’t slow down or let up until I get them all done.” You have replaced quantity for meaning in your day-to-day tasks. You think getting it all done is the goal. Sure, advertising and the media tell you to live life to the hilt and that you’re going to miss out on something if you aren’t constantly doing more, faster and better than anyone else. There is also a danger that by doing everything this way, you will race through your pleasurable activities too. Learn to say no and be careful why, how, and when you add to your list of things to do.

Time Is of the Essence

“When people complain about their job or money, I think, ‘Just shut up, get busy, and things will be better.’” You treat time as a commodity. Your mind-set is that if you waste time, you are losing opportunities. This is not necessarily everyone’s experience. Even though you may always try to do things that you consider “worthwhile” so that you get a sense of accomplishment, be mindful that you are setting yourself up to be consumed by your busyness. Often you’re feeling guilty that you can’t fix others’ problems for them, so you dismiss their concerns. When your goal becomes the movement, not the moment, you miss connecting with others and putting compassion into practice.

Married to Your Job

“My kind of job isn’t that easy to come by, and I need to perform at a high level in order to keep it or move up in my profession.” Dwindling job security isn’t just in your particular industry; it’s the norm today. Companies are always trying to reduce labor costs by outsourcing, moving, or merging jobs. People rarely feel secure, and there doesn’t seem to be a time at work that you can say that you’re content and protected from outside forces. The more skilled young people begin to enter the workforce, the more you feel pressure to work longer hours and be more productive just to protect your job. You need to keep pushing yourself to work smarter, not harder and longer. In Chapter 5, I will give you a bunch of ways to do just that!

You are also probably working too many hours. There used to be a time when employees showed up for work on Monday for the first of five eight-hour days in a row, had a two-day weekend, and started over again the following Monday. As reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. workers spent an average of 39.5 hours a week at work in 2007. This number is essentially the same as the 39.4-hour average in 1989 and the 40-hour week reported in 1967. In reality, today many jobs have mandatory overtime if you want to move up in the organization. If you frequently need to go the extra mile, be mindful of your physical health and make your home more of a sanctuary from work.

Work-Life Imbalance

“My industry is 24/7/365 or has a strong international presence. I often telecommute and can be reached for work queries most anytime.” The boundaries between home and work are blurred. Advanced communication technology allows you to work from anywhere, and some managers expect you to be connected in your home, your car, and on vacation. You must carve out time slots and activities when you are not available and not checking your devices frequently and set your boundaries. There has to be time spent “off the grid” every single day.

You are living in a world that is always “on.” Some places, such as police stations, fire stations, and hospitals, never close. It’s up to you to work your hours and then leave your worries and concerns with the next shift. This involves confidence in your coworkers and strong interpersonal communication skills. If you work in an organization where your expertise may be needed at odd hours, train yourself to turn off your involvement as soon as your shift is over. No matter how urgent the problem seems, if it’s during supper-time with your family, your colleagues at work will survive without you.

Money Problems

“I need the money more than ever because the economy is such a mess.” You think money will solve your problems. Increasing your busyness just to make more money is not the answer—planning is. If you constantly tell yourself that you’re going to lose your job and become a homeless person, you’re putting yourself into a steady state of anxiety. When you have “money tunnel vision,” you invest lots of mental and emotional energy in making money, leaving you unable to see the good in your life. World economics may be baffling, and you can’t directly control what our leaders are doing, but you can control your own world of money. Take a cold, hard look at your own finances, make a plan to cut spending, and clean up your credit.

Overcare

“My family depends on me to do all of this.” You’re experiencing overcare—the sense that you have to take care of everyone because no one else will. As head of the family, you take on responsibility for everyone, but they can always shoulder some of the burden too. Family roles have changed, as single parents tend to head up more households, adult children live at home longer, and elderly relatives need supervision. Sprawling suburbs full of dual-career families and retirement communities of elderly folks have exploded. As CEO of your family, it’s time for you to restructure your home responsibilities and schedule so all members are doing their share. Everyone needs to pitch in. I will provide you with tips for getting this done in Chapter 10.

Technological Malfunction

“My personal digital assistant is left on during evenings, weekends, and personal time.” You have stimulation overload. Technology is pushing you to move faster. Remember that you own your wired device, it doesn’t own you. Being constantly connected makes you feel like you always have to be on the move or must be doing something. You get the feeling that if you don’t work at or above the same pace that your latest lightening-fast chip does, you will fall behind. Set and stick to your own set of rules for when you have your devices on and when you check them. Later I will explain how to train yourself, your friends, and your family to give you some space.

Our Parents Cast a Long Shadow

“My parents weren’t successful, and I don’t want to be like them.” The people who raised you have a significant influence on how you conduct your life. Volumes have been written on how deeply driven by and conflicted we are between wanting to please, rebel against, or emulate our parents. Many of us, at some time or another, experience very complicated relationships with them. Work on not being so hard on the folks who you think could have parented you better. Thanks to reality TV, the Internet, and the celebrity-hungry media, we have lots of celebrities but too few heroes. The bar has been lowered for whom we go to for solid, time-tested values and guidance. Find a person whom you respect and admire whose feet you can sit at; this mentor will give you more than just help, leadership, and advice—often the hope and strength to persevere. Be a mentor when someone asks. It’ll keep you on your game.

Love Is All

“I don’t have time to even think about a mate, let alone date. Love? Forget it, I’m too busy!” You are human and, thus, need connection and love. You ever notice how advertising always seems to directly relate to this need? Do this, and you’ll get the girl; wear that, and you’ll get the guy. Our biological imperative as humans is to mate. You are human and need love. How much of your busyness is tangled up in circumventing love? Keeping yourself booked to the max with work, activities, and commitments is a convenient way to avoid connecting on a deeper level. Slow down and look around you to notice who’s looking at you. The laws of attraction are all around you, so listen to your heart, not your bleeping PDA.

Contents Under Pressure

“People seem to respect and treat me better when they know how busy I am.” You place too much pressure on yourself to perform. During a “busy epidemic,” being called lazy might seem like the greatest insult. Placing overly high expectations on yourself and caring too much what others think leads to rigid perfectionism. When your basic needs are met, what’s wrong with lowering your standards from perfect to “job well done”? What do you do that can be done by someone else? Who, outside of yourself, expects so much “busy” from you? Your pressure can be relieved when you separate reasonable expectations from the excessive demands of inflexible attention to detail.

Since You Can’t Take It with You . . .

“The world is a mess. If we don’t save it, who will?” You’re searching for your legacy. Much of your busyness is probably a part of your efforts to make a mark on the world, something that says, “I was here, and I made a difference.” At the core of your ultra-busy lifestyle is the heartfelt need to be significant. You live in a prosperous country with unlimited choices and the freedom to be whatever you want to be, and so you’re going for it. Dear friend, this is a noble reason, but when you sacrifice other important parts of your life for the sake of your legacy, what have you gained? It is possible to take control of your busyness and still be significant.

Instant Payoff to Taming Your Busyness

Just because you know why you’re so busy doesn’t mean you’ve got an excuse to continue on your collision course to burnout. De-busifying is survival in today’s world. It’s a skill that allows your awareness of being too busy—and your ability to influence your level of busyness—to change significantly. Every time you reject the speed and intensity of which you’ve been living your life, you have de-busified. Take a look at the following list of pairs. Every time you choose the first over the last, you have de-busified:

[image: Image] Peace over stress

[image: Image] Balance over imbalance

[image: Image] Happiness over sadness

[image: Image] Simplification over complication

[image: Image] Love over anger

[image: Image] Function over dysfunction

[image: Image] Joy over gloom

[image: Image] Ease over pain

[image: Image] Relationships over disharmony

[image: Image] Satisfaction over frustration

It’s not hard to tell when the de-busification has begun to work. When you de-busify, your thoughts will be optimistic, the words you say will have hope, your body will be loose and comfortable. Also, your employees will reflect and model your cheerful, good-natured disposition, and relationships with your family and friends will be more joyous and agreeable. But, best of all, you’ll be a better person—from the inside out. In order to get there, though, you may have to abandon some of the excuses that people commonly use to justify their busyness.

Ten Popular Excuses for Being Too Busy

Everywhere you look you see busy people—rushed, harried, hassled, and exhausted. As you can probably tell by now, I’m worried about them. I’m worried that they think their “busy” is going to get them what they want and need.

I’m worried that they make excuses for their busyness. These excuses are a halfhearted effort to explain why “busy” really isn’t their fault. Making excuses is an obstacle to controlling busyness when they’re made in place of earnest attempts to make the situation better. When you stop making excuses, you’ll start making good.

“I Don’t Have Enough Time to Do Everything Without Feeling Rushed”

Not true! You may believe you don’t have enough time because you probably underestimate how long a task takes and overestimate how much you have to do. While it is true that you don’t have time to do everything, you do have the same twenty-four hours in each day that Thomas Edison had. Time management starts with life management. Articulate your principles, values, and your mission in life, and then prioritize your activities accordingly.

Prioritize your to-do list and handle your high-value activities first so that unimportant busyness doesn’t take over your life. The adage, “If you don’t stand for something, you’ll fall for anything,” applies here. Stand up for something valuable and align your activities with your principles. Ask yourself, “What am I doing right now?” and “Is it in line with my values and what I believe to be important?” If you don’t get to the end of your list, so what? You’re living with purpose.

“Multitasking Automatically Makes Me More Efficient”

Busted! You don’t have to look very far to see a jogger on his cell phone or the woman driving while eating lunch, on a conference call, and checking her makeup. We’re all guilty of trying to shave time here and there. While doing so might save a few minutes, it can be downright dangerous to yourself and others. It’s evident when people on the other end of the phone are distracted by replying to their e-mail or focused on some other busywork. You ask whether they’re still on the line, and their responses sound disconnected and distant. When you’re engaged in two or more tasks at once, you are not fully present for any of them.

Doing one thing at a time is a better use of your brain. Researchers at the Federal Aviation Administration and the University of Michigan found that working on numerous tasks at a time can take two to four times longer than if started one after the other. Brain scans of subjects multitasking show the brain constantly switching back and forth, using its neurons less efficiently. If you want to be more efficient, finish a task before moving on to the next, and you’ll not only get it done faster and better, you’ll get more benefit from the time you give your brain some downtime.

My very efficient and highly productive friend Nancy attributes her output to breaking any task or project into “chunks.” She focuses on one “chunk” at a time, gets it done, and then moves to the next. It just looks like she’s multitasking, when actually it’s sequential tasking.

“Technology Simplifies My Life so I Can Do More”

Ha, ha, ha! Every new gadget or system touts how it’s going to make your life easier and simpler. Technologies bring the world to us, and sadly, they also bring us to the world. Our senses are assaulted with more connections and information than the human soul can take in. In our efforts to filter out what we think isn’t important or relevant to us, we are dulling ourselves. Our attention spans are shortening, and we block the very thing that can simplify our lives—peace and spiritual connection. The on/off switch is the best part of a new gadget because it gives you ultimate power. Just because technology allows you to be on-call all the time, that doesn’t mean you have to be.

“Getting It All Done Will Make Me Happy”

Wrong! Recent scientific research has proven that happiness is not a goal but a process. Happiness brings success, not the other way around. Martin Seligman in Authentic Happiness says that happiness is pursuing a state of flow by engaging in activities that use your strengths and talents to serve others or participating in a cause that’s bigger than yourself. You may complain—or boast—ceaselessly about being too busy, but in reality, this state of busyness just might be self-imposed. Your busyness must have a purpose in order for it to actually make you happy. Checking items off your checklist doesn’t bring happiness in and of itself. That’s just being busy for the sake of being busy.

“Working Double Overtime Is the Only Way I’ll Get Ahead”

False! When you voluntarily and routinely expand your hours on the job, you are asking for more busyness. When your boss then knows that she can expect more hours from you, she piles on more responsibilities, thus creating a vicious cycle of more “busy.” You’ll garner more respect and forward movement in your career by the quality of your work than from the quantity of hours at your desk.

More often than not, fatigue, hunger, and low energy reduce your ability to think clearly and decrease your hand-eye coordination. You might end up less productive and more mistake-prone, leading to rework. All your busyness and lack of sleep may actually impact your reputation negatively. Your overachiever output might backfire when you’re viewed as a kiss-ass by supervisors and colleagues. You also might be alienating yourself from your coworkers by setting the bar unreasonably high and making their output look poor.

“I’m Only Doing This for My Family”

Mistake! Spending extra hours at your job and bringing work home at night and on the weekends to support your family comes, ironically, at the expense of an optimum relationship with your family. No matter how many times you tell them you’re doing it all for them, the message you’re sending is different from your intention.

When you’re tired, hassled, and overworked, you may miss milestones in the lives of your mate and children. Think twice before you say you’re doing it for them. Trading family time for work time may irreparably harm your relationships with your family. They may think that you love your work more than them since you devote so much time to it. You’re conveying that your job is more important to you than they are. To make matters worse, you might be setting them up to dread their own future! If they think that “work” is a four-letter word, they might decide to stay a kid forever and avoid it if they can.

Sometimes your loved ones blame themselves for your overworking—that if somehow they were better or smarter, you wouldn’t have to work so hard. This kind of guilt repels people from the contributory factor—you. This self-blame may trigger strong emotions that are very painful. Often, they may find it easier to deal with these emotions by tuning you out or “running away” from you.

“I Have to Catch Up Financially”

Not right! News of the economy tanking is enough to shake anyone. Practically everyone is in a panic about money these days, talking about how bad the economy is and what might happen if things don’t turn around. This kind of panic is contagious, so you step up your pace and take on extra tasks. You buy into the mind-set that you’ve got to do more to make money. Instead, consider doing the following:

[image: Image] Concentrate on the job you have and do it very well so you’re a valued member of the team (and less apt to be downsized or off-shored).

[image: Image] Review your personal budget (or make one for the first time) and be realistic about how much you’ve got coming in and going out.

[image: Image] Focus on where you can trim back, clean up your credit, and save.

[image: Image] Plan how to get a better job by continuing your education.

A survey of millionaires shows that they don’t use time as a measurement of success. They measure their success based on their output quality, the results. Sometimes less really is more.

“My Friends Expect Me to Be Too Busy to See Them Most of the Time”

Not true! Skipping seeing your friends or begging off non-work activities because you’re too busy (or tired) is a big mistake. Longtime pals and friendly coworkers are the key to your support system in tough times. Like a garden that once flourished, your friendships need to be tended, or they go fallow when you most need them. You may not know your coworker’s been distracted or unreasonable because of family problems if you didn’t attend the optional department sack lunch meeting.

When your friend says, “I didn’t want to bother you, you’re always so busy,” it is not a compliment! Especially when you find out something you might have missed while you were too busy working. It doesn’t take too long for your friends to grasp the futility of inviting you out: “She’s always busy.” “He’d never go last minute.”

You might think you’re being more efficient by cutting out fun and socializing, but you may be avoiding—or pushing away—relationships that could help you do things easier or better. Slow down and have a good giggle—or cry—with a friend. If you can’t visit, at least stay in touch with a heartfelt note or card saying how much you value their friendship.

“It’s OK That I’m Too Busy—Everyone’s Too Busy”

Do not pass go! This is not an Olympic event you need to train for, and there is no great award or endorsement deal if you win the “I’m busier than you” race. Just because the world is busy moving at warp speed around you doesn’t mean it’s good or right for you. It’s difficult to not feel the need to get competitive with being busy. It takes attention and effort to not succumb to the busyness plague and spread it around.

It only takes one person to be the calm in the center of the rush, the voice of reason that says “no” to more busyness, or the smile that lifts someone else’s heart. It’s far nobler to stand out for your sensibility than for your speed. You’re bright—why couldn’t you be the first in your group with a new, less-busy, and more relaxed lifestyle? You’ll actually be living a green lifestyle—natural, sustainable, and reducing the negative impact on health.

“At Least I’m Not Bored”

Incorrect! Parents say that if they don’t keep their kids busy, they will get bored and sit around eating junk and playing video games. You think that you are staying away from boredom by being chronically busy. Busy and bored can be different descriptions of the same problem—feeling like you aren’t completely engaged with high-quality experiences. These are mental processes that loop each other like a Venn diagram.

Filling every minute with activity and planning every day to accomplish the most doesn’t leave much room for wonder, serendipity, chance, and just plain magic. You need to create space, or gaps, in your activity continuum. Space spares processing resources in your brain to be open to a brilliant solution. Space invites serendipity and unexpected blessings by allowing you to be more aware of your surroundings.

You’ve Taken Responsibility, Now Take a Bow!

I believe that you have just done a very courageous act—you’ve taken responsibility for your busyness by closely examining your reasons for being so busy. Bravo! You may have also discovered that some of your reasons are actually excuses, and that some of your excuses are actually myths. Your next heroic and spirited act is to declare that you don’t want or need the stress that your busyness is causing you. Read the next chapter to find out which of your physical symptoms and emotional warning signs are pointing to dangerous stress levels and learn a quick, easy, five-minute first aid for beating stress. This is your life, and you’re making it better.
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