Time management

There are a lot of techniques out there that you an try, but fundamentally this is about personality and the type of person you are

Attitudes
On a straight line between pure altruism and pure selfishness everyone is at some point on the continuum, this point will vary over time, depending on age, over circumstances, dependant on situation, but as with  most of techniques, it is down to attitude to time and treating it as a scarce resource.

When you are under pressure you will revert to your prevailing default position.

To explore this in a bit more detail, lets divert for a moment and consider you attitude to another scarce , but more tangible resource, money.

Again, peoples attitudes vary towards this which is a function of their Personlality and , by inference their Education in it’s broadest sense

Some people are spendthrifts, don’t record their say to day transactions and when they run out of money, or are no longer able to borrow anymore, then that is it, they simply stop spending and are content with their lot.

Excessive use of credit card and the subsequent interest costs are just part of the package when it comes to enjoyment.

Some people on the other hand are meticulous recorders of cash and horde money like a squirrel, putting it aside for the rainy day which invariably never comes.

And so it is with time…. and people and task management

Understanding you attitude towards time will help you ‘manage’ time much better.

Time Management is therefore something that has to be learnt, and knowing your own default position is a good start.

The difference between time and money is that each day there is a finite amount of time, when it is used up it is gone, but fortunately it is replenished the next day so we can start again.

Understanding this, although it may seem obvious, is the key to managing the time, or more fundamentally managing the tasks in the allotted time you have available
What does not get done today, can be ‘banked’ till tomorrow

The other point to consider with Time is that everyone has the same amount, so how come there are time rich people who seem to have loads of time and there are some to whom there are not just enough hours in the day to get everything done

Task Managemement
Conversely, why does time seem to move fast on some occasions and slow in other times? Is this a function of enjoyment and not wanting something to end , or is it that you are not just looking at the time and noticing the hands move round the clock?

Having  got some fundamentals out of the way, the ‘task ‘of task management needs to be considered.

Again this is down to personality and what works for you, but to some extent there are some basic rules

Firstly, like it or not you are going to have to have some mechanism by which you measure time.

The  most normal course of action is to get yourself a watch, some people get by through observing daylight ( farmers), some people get by with rituals ( Monks)

Whatever method you choose ( and Schools have this off to a fine art ) some timetabling is required.

At the mention of Schools and timetabling, ask yourself this, if there are allotted tasks (lessons) to be delivered in a certain time frame ( the School day ) is there a better way of doing this than the traditional school timetable and bell system?

If you can think of a better way the let us know. Keeping to this principle is the key to task management.

You simply have to be organized. There are those out there who will say that this is a pain and that they refused to be ruled like ‘;clockwork’, but if you have things that need doing and things that can wait, somewhere in your mentality there will be a conscious decision as to what comes first, so the principles of prioritisation need to be considered.
Time/Task management is therefore about prioritization, there are things that simply must be done now, and things that can wait.
Prioritisation
There are several techniques to prioritization

List making, mind mapping, doodling, brain storming, discussing, all techniques will work dependant on your preferred method.

I am not a huge fan of NLP, but there are preferred ways of learning and remembering, find one that works for you.

Whatever way you choose, once you have achieved the task, strike it off your list, or piece of paper or mental note and move on to the next task in your priority, there is a tremendous sense of self worth that is achieved by finishing a task and moving on.

The other point to bear in mind is control, don’t set yourself unrealistic targets that are at the mercy of other events or people and hope you will achieve it . Quite often outside factors may ‘slow’ you down , or you simply change your mind and the allotted task is no longer a priority, Flexibility is the key and the ability to improvise, change your mind, rationalize the change of task and allot a different time slot, or drop altogether is the key.

Completion
Also learning to know when a task is finished is an art in itself, writers will tell you they agonise for days/ weeks whether a book is finished or complete. What tend s to crystallize their thoughts is the publishers deadline, after which it really doesn’t matter, people either like the book or they don’t. Lawyers make huge fortunes on choice of words and are adept at making simple wording sound more complicated., the trick again is knowing when the task at hand is completed to the ‘good enough’ stage. Learning closure, and therefore task completion will enable you to move on.

If you want to manage time more effectively, put some urgency into your priority list and give yourself some ( realistic) deadlines.

Juggling

Now we all know that some tasks take longer than others, some tasks are dependant on other people, and some tasks are short term and some are longer term.

You have to find a way of remembering what is work in progress, what tasks you can achieve by yourself and what are the external trigger points that  come up that means the task can be picked up again and moved to the next stage. People call this planning and having continual feedback lops and knowing where each of your priorities are up to is a key skill.

Conversely, knowing what you have to do in the day, given your won workload, and being able to say no to other ‘interruptions’ is also a learning curve.

Interruptions

A the day progresses you will have people drop by, emails, telephone calls, all external experiences which will influence you priorities and ability to perform your tasks within the allotted time. You  cannot add extra hours in the day, so you are going to have to say ‘no’ Learning to say ‘No’ in the most diplomatic way possible is another skill set required.

So why am I writing this and what relevance does it have to an SME?
What the CEO must understand is his own and the organisation’s attitude to time.

Larger, more bureaucratic organizations run like clockwork because control functions and processes are much more interlinked, and the method of communication and interaction is much more time dependant. Task and job descriptions are formalised, and there are measurements systems in place to record whether tasks or outputs are achieved or indeed whether people have clocked in or out.

At the SME level. The CEO will no doubt have scant disregard for his own personal time bank, he simply puts in more hours and prioritises his days so that they have more of a work bias, maybe to the detriment of his other ‘non’ priorities such as eating, sleeping etc.

This is where sustainability comes in , if it is taking a 70 hour week to achieve 35 hours worth of output, then Time and Task Management are out of sink. The mentality is that of being able to cash in these excess hours to promote the business is a question of priorities and the work/life balance.

This is where owner managers believe they have the edge over their competitors, they simply put more hours , however, we have said there are no more hours available to the CEO than anyone else, it is a matter of how he chooses to spend them. Being anxious  and being dependant on other people comes down to having flexible approach to work. Telephoning key employees at the weekend thinking they will be on task and duty is simply unrealistic, all you are doing is skewing some one else’s time table and priority preference ( although you may just be sharing your anxiety). This is not uncommon behaviour with an SME as each person within the organization will have an intimate knowledge of how the CEO ticks and does their best during the week to know what their own priorities are and how this fits in with the overall plan. 
You may see a CEO manage people soley by setting deadlines all the time and rationalising that this is the only way of getting things done by instilling a sense of ‘Urgency’ into the equation. People will go along with this to some extent and for a short while, the trouble with this approach is that the workforce then build slack into their own personal timetables to cope with the next ‘Urgent’ initiative.

If you have a CEO who is a natural time spendthrift and does not know the difference between work and play, then without some form of control of time, he will soon find that those around him  again filling their days with slack waiting for the CEO to dictate time and task rather than getting on with their own tasks.

Thus everyone therefore has to work 70 hours to achieve 35 hours of output. Coming in at weekends when the phones are quiet is not the answer, better task management and learning to manage Tasks and saying no is.
Also, while we are on the subject of CEO expectations, you cannot expect the people who work with you to manage their time effectively if you do not tell them what is required, so the sooner you have job descriptions, or some form of written standard of output required the better, this will enable people to manage their output and stand or fall by their own efforts.

Individual time Management is about task management, Corporate time Management is about having some standards in place and desired outputs so that the workforce can manage the time and the task within defined boundaries.

Like it or not time and task have to be managed or people just drift from one task to another without completion and nothing gets done.
Everyone likes to be in control off how they spend their time and , at the end of the day it is about what you have achieved in the day in question.

