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SECRETS OF PRODUCTIVE PEOPLE

50 Techniques to Get Things Done

Mark Forster


To Lucy, the most productive person I know.
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INTRODUCTION

Productivity is one of those ill-defined words which are often heard in a management context. The general image of a ‘productive person’ is of someone rather docile who slavishly processes the work given to them and comes up with a satisfactory result – satisfactory that is to the managers who gave them the task. The person is productive in the way a factory hen is productive. It’s one step down from being called ‘efficient’ – the people who manage the chicken factory are ‘efficient’, not the hens.

So productivity has the rather negative image of rows of people churning out large quantities of work without much imaginative input into the nature of that work.

The image changes though when we put the concept of productivity into a different context. Pause for a moment and ask yourself, ‘Who are the truly productive figures in the course of human history?’ Try and write down off the top of your head a short list of three to five people.

Do that now, before you continue reading.

You will almost certainly find that the historical figures on your short list were most definitely not rather docile people who slavishly processed the work given to them. If you’ve done the exercise properly they will be people who have made a real and measurable difference to the world, usually for the better. They will be people of great achievements and who have made the world gasp in amazement. One of their great qualities will be that of originality.

My own short list includes three figures about whom I will talk in more detail in Chapter 2. These are Isaac Newton, Vincent van Gogh and Henry Ford. You probably cannot imagine yourself in your wildest dreams being productive in the way that these three were productive. And you are probably right – you are never going to equal their achievements in their own fields. But how about in your own field? Can you apply the principles that they used, consciously or unconsciously, to your own work, your own lifetime passion, or even to your leisure time, so that you produce results which are every bit as amazing to you yourself, your colleagues, your customers, clients, friends and family as my examples’ results were to the world at large?

Surprisingly the answer is almost certainly ‘Yes, you can’.

As Louann Brizendine, author of The Female Brain and The Male Brain says in a review of David Shenk’s The Genius In All of Us, ‘The notion that relentless, deliberate practice changes the brain and thus our abilities has been undervalued over the past 30 years in favour of the concept of “innate giftedness”.’

Relentless and deliberate practice? Changing the brain in order to change our abilities? Yes, that is precisely what lies at the basis of the sort of productivity that Newton, Van Gogh and Ford exhibited. What they did in short was to grow their brains to fit their area of productivity. You can do exactly the same. This book will show you how.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Here’s one difference between a productive person and other people. Faced with the ideas in a book like this many people’s attitude is ‘This wouldn’t work for me because…’ and then they stop any further consideration.

The productive person on the other hand has the attitude ‘How can I use this?’ He or she is always looking for ideas that will make a difference. If you are one of these people then make the ideas in this book your own, change them to fit your own needs, possibly even use them in totally different ways from what I have envisaged.

Some of you will prefer to read the book from cover to cover. If you do this you will find that it follows a logical progression in which later chapters build on earlier chapters. I suggest that you read the book fairly quickly and then go back and try out the suggestions that struck you as particularly interesting or useful.

On the other hand some of you will want to dip into the book and read those chapters that particularly appeal to you. This works fine too because each chapter either can stand on its own or references you back to any previous chapters that are necessary to understand it.

Whichever method you use there are two essential chapters that I recommend everyone to read and try out. These are Chapter 6 (How to get great ideas) and Chapter 9 (Productive time management). These two together form the basis for changing your brain to become truly productive.


THE BASICS OF PRODUCTIVITY

What exactly is productivity? Is it just getting a lot of stuff done, or is there more to it than that? This part of the book looks in detail at the two most important components of productivity and shows you how you too can join the ranks of truly productive people.
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	WHAT IS PRODUCTIVITY?






Confront the difficult while it is still easy; accomplish the great task by a series of small acts.

Tao te Ching

Amateurs sit and wait for inspiration, the rest of us just get up and go to work.

Stephen King

Productivity is never an accident. It is always the result of a commitment to excellence, intelligent planning, and focused effort.

Paul J. Meyer

Work is a process, and any process needs to be controlled. To make work productive, therefore, requires building the appropriate controls into the process of work.

Peter F. Drucker

The routines of almost all famous writers, from Charles Darwin to John Grisham, similarly emphasize specific starting times, or number of hours worked, or words written. Such rituals provide a structure to work in, whether or not the feeling of motivation or inspiration happens to be present.

Oliver Burkeman

Often when productivity is discussed it sounds as if it is just about getting stuff done. It sometimes seems as if it’s a synonym for ‘efficient’. Indeed there is no doubt about the fact that a highly productive person must be efficient. If the basic routines of one’s work are not under control then it is very difficult to work at the highest level of genuine productivity. Yet productivity goes a long way beyond mere efficiency. It is much more a matter of creativity. The truly productive person is intensely creative.

Unfortunately we all know people who claim to be ‘creative people’ who are anything but productive. They wait around for inspiration to strike and on the rare occasions when it does they set off in a blaze of enthusiasm. Sometimes they produce good work before the enthusiasm dies, more often they don’t and the new project withers from lack of attention.

This is the exact opposite of Isaac Newton, Vincent van Gogh and Henry Ford, the three intensely productive people I mentioned in the introduction. Did they wait around for inspiration to strike? No, they got their inspiration by working consistently on their projects. Did they set off in a blaze of enthusiasm which quickly died down? No, they worked consistently and methodically on the project until it was completed.

There are of course many aspects to productivity. But I want to highlight the two elements that seem most essential to me: Creativity and Efficiency.

You can make a formula of them: Productivity = Creativity × Efficiency.

The advantage of looking at it like this is that you can see clearly that if either creativity or efficiency drops to zero then so does productivity. However creative you are, you cannot be productive without some degree of efficiency. Conversely however efficient you are you cannot be productive without some degree of creativity.

Looking at the formula, you see that you can improve your productivity by improving either your creativity or your efficiency. For many people who already consider themselves very creative, there may be more scope for raising their productivity by improving their efficiency than by trying to raise their creativity yet further.

This book will talk about both creativity and efficiency in detail and how they are both linked, but in the meantime here are three action points for you to consider:

1 CREATIVITY COMES MAINLY FROM QUESTIONING THE PROBLEM

The most important aspect of creativity is to keep questioning the situation. The creative person gets their motive power not so much from goals as from questions. Uncreative people set themselves goals like ‘Raise sales by 5 per cent this quarter’ and then make a plan and try to carry it out rigidly. Unfortunately plans have a habit of coming unstuck with the result that action stalls.

A creative person will ask questions, such as ‘How can we raise sales by 5 per cent this quarter?’ or even better ‘Why are our sales not rising as fast as we hoped?’ The second question in particular may lead to a whole series of further questions and investigations. This is not something which should only be done at the planning stage, but is a continuing dynamic process.

This questioning of the situation goes on for as long as there is a situation to question. Sir Isaac Newton kept a running list of quaestiones (Latin for ‘questions’) which formed the basis of his experiments.

Try this little experiment. Select a situation in your work or personal life which you would like to improve. Now write out a list of questions you could ask about this situation. Don’t try to answer the questions at this stage; just list them. Once you have got between ten and twelve questions, put the list away for a few hours. Then come back to it and see if you can add any more questions. Don’t worry if you can’t think of any more, but many people find that they can come up with some very good additional questions after taking a short break from thinking about them.

2 EFFICIENCY COMES MAINLY FROM GOOD PROCESSES CONSISTENTLY APPLIED

It may seem strange to you that producing creative solutions is more about having effective processes than about anything else. But if you look at the five quotations at the beginning of this chapter you can see that this is exactly what the authors were talking about.

Consider this. Having asked yourself the questions in the previous exercise, how are you going to answer them? Some of them may require a good deal of research, experimentation or discussion. All of them will require persistent and methodical action to put your findings into effect.

The heart of efficiency is systems and processes. These come in a sort of hierarchy. At the bottom level are all the everyday routine processes which form the backdrop of your daily life. Going to bed, getting up, exercise, eating, email, reading, travel to and from work, tidying and so on.

In order to be productive, you must have these low-level processes completely under control. If any of these are not working properly, they will have a major negative impact on your productivity. Every bit of time you have to spend unnecessarily sorting out these routines is time you could be spending on real productive work.

Above the low-level processes there will be higher-level processes specific to a particular project or group of projects. Again it is of the utmost importance to get these processes working smoothly so that you don’t have to spend unnecessary time on them. For example in the context of a small business, there is little point in having grand plans for expansion if your processes for dealing with new customers, following up existing customers and getting paid for work done are incapable of coping even with your existing volume of work. Systems like these need to be worked out carefully in advance – before they are needed.

As an exercise, have a look at the simple daily routines of your life and identify one which is not working as well for you as it should. Invest some time sorting it out so that it will no longer be a problem. You know it’s not a problem when it’s working so well that you don’t have to think about it anymore. Once you have succeeded in doing that with one routine, see if there are any others which need some sorting out.

3 PRODUCTIVITY IS A PERSISTENT AND CONSISTENT INTERACTION BETWEEN CREATIVITY AND EFFICIENCY

One definition of productivity would be ‘creative ideas brought into existence’. To bring your creative ideas into actual existence requires one more ingredient – persistence. Included in persistence is the factor of consistency. One of the reasons that persistence and consistency tend to be undervalued, is that their results tend to look easy.

If we think of the dazzling display that a virtuoso violinist produces, we are just seeing the public face of countless practice sessions carried out hour after hour every day with scarcely an exception. There’s a story about a society woman who gushed to the great pianist Horowitz after a performance ‘I’d give anything to be able to play like you’. To which his reply was simply ‘No, you wouldn’t’.

To bring oneself up to world class in any given subject is reputed to require around 10,000 hours of focused work. Allowing for a few inevitable and unavoidable breaks, that represents an average of three hours a day every day for ten years spent solely on practice. All the other demands of life have of course to be fitted round that.

The figure of 10,000 hours is to obtain the very highest standard. Fortunately for the rest of us a lower standard may be perfectly adequate for our purposes, and that would require a lesser number of hours. It’s amazing what progress can be made in even as little as forty hours, provided it is consistent and focused. It may well be that you have no desire to reach world standard in any subject, but whatever standard you do aspire to will require the appropriate number of hours.

You have to put in the hours. And to put in the hours means that you are not allowing anything else to take away from those hours. That’s why it is so important not to be wasting time over the low-level routines of your life because they are not running properly. Putting in the hours also means that you don’t take on more projects than you have time for. If you over-schedule yourself the result will be that all your projects fail to be up to the standard they should be.

As an exercise, pick one on-going project that you would like to have in your life but don’t at the moment. For this particular exercise it’s best to use a personal project rather than a work one. Something like learning a language or a musical instrument, getting fit or training for a particular sport would be ideal. Bearing in mind the standard you would like to achieve, decide how many hours of practice in total you think you would need to reach that standard. Then work out how many hours a day for how long it would take to reach that number of hours. Juggle with the figures until you reach something you believe you actually might be able do if you decided to. Next question: What would it take to rearrange your life so you really could do it?

That’s as far as this exercise goes. You don’t have to put your plan into effect (unless you want to of course). The point of the exercise is to show how important it is to make a realistic assessment of what is involved when you take on a new project or decide to take an existing one really seriously.



	Putting it all together


	We have seen that productivity is essentially a matter of bringing our creative ideas into fruition. Without creativity productivity is reduced to mere efficiency. Without bringing our creative ideas to fruition they remain just ideas, mere pipe dreams.


	The key that brings our creative ideas into fruition is consistent action. This demands a hierarchy of good systems, both to keep the normal requirements of daily life from interfering and to provide the processes by which our ideas are turned into reality.


	The essential requirement is time. Success in any project is usually dependent on the number of hours worked on it per day. We must therefore ensure that the time available for a major project is not encroached upon by unnecessary or inefficient routine work processes, or by competing projects.


	In this book we will look more closely at all these aspects of productivity – most especially the creative process itself and how we can ensure that the necessary consistent work is done to bring our ideas to fruition.


	In the next chapter we will be looking at three very different people from history whose productivity both amazed the world and changed it forever. What lessons can we learn from them?
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	LEARN FROM HISTORY






Excellence is an art won by training and habituation. We do not act rightly because we have virtue or excellence, but we rather have those because we have acted rightly. We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act but a habit.

Aristotle

Augustus expressed his surprise that Alexander did not regard it as a greater task to set in order the empire which he had won than to win it.

Plutarch

It had long since come to my attention that people of accomplishment rarely sat back and let things happen to them. They went out and happened to things.

Leonardo da Vinci

Ordinary people think merely of spending time, great people think of using it.

Arthur Schopenhauer

Productivity is being able to do things that you were never able to do before.

Franz Kafka

I’d like to give you three examples of people from history who are generally recognized as having been extremely productive. I have chosen historical figures rather than contemporary ones because it is easier to get an overall picture of their achievements over a lifetime. Using historical figures has the disadvantage that that they are all male – many women in historical times were highly productive but their achievements were often denigrated and not recorded in detail.

I’ve chosen Western figures for the simple reason that the culture in which they operated will be more comprehensible to the majority of readers of this book. Nevertheless there were many prodigies of productivity in non-Western cultures, such as Avicenna, whose writings were the basis of medical knowledge in both West and East for over half a millennium, or Shen Kuo, the inventor of the magnetic compass centuries before its use was known in the West.

1 SIR ISAAC NEWTON (1642–1727) – QUESTIONING THE UNIVERSE

‘If I have ever made any valuable discoveries, it has been due more to patient attention, than to any other talent’.

Isaac Newton

Sir Isaac Newton is one of the towering figures of science. His scientific discoveries are still the underpinning of most of our modern understanding of the world, and few other people have made so great a contribution to the development of today’s society.

Yet he did not even start to learn mathematics until he reached university at the age of 19. There his academic performance was undistinguished, though he was deeply involved in his own private studies. Among other achievements during his life, he discovered gravitational force and established the three Universal Laws of Motion, the Binomial Theorem and the calculus, invented the reflecting telescope, investigated the nature of light and wrote the Principia Mathematica a book which provided the mathematical tools for the scientific revolution.

In between times he sat in Parliament, was Master of the Mint and President of the Royal Society.

What is the main lesson that we can learn from Newton about how to be productive? He seems to be so far above us in terms of achievement that how he worked would appear almost irrelevant to us. Yet I think we can learn a lot from him. In the above quote he gives ‘patient attention’ as his chief talent. Patient attention to what? I believe the root of his patient attention was to finding the answers to the questions he was asking. I’ve already mentioned in Chapter 1 how he used to keep a list of questions. This is something we can all imitate to good effect even at the level of our everyday lives and work.

If you’ve not done the exercise in section 1 of Chapter 1, then you might like to try it now. If you have, then you can extend it by taking one of the questions you thought of and writing out between three and five possible answers to it. Some of your answers may be actions you could take; others might be investigations you could make. Put the list away for a few hours and then see if you can add any more answers to the list. Then pick the best answer and take some action on it.

2 VINCENT VAN GOGH (1853–1890) – REGULAR FOCUSED ATTENTION

‘Great things are done by a series of small things brought together.’

Vincent van Gogh

Today Van Gogh is one of the most popular painters who has ever existed, and his works sell by the million in reproduction. This is exactly what he would have wanted – his vision was to create a new form of art which was accessible to ordinary people in a way in which most of the paintings of his time weren’t.

The amazing thing about Van Gogh is that he was almost completely self-taught, not starting to paint until his late 20s. And something just as amazing is that he described his artistic progress in detailed letters to his brother Theo, letters which fill several thick volumes in the standard edition. So not only is he one of the greatest Dutch painters, he is also one of the great writers in the Dutch language (and French too – a third of his letters are in French).

What lesson can we learn from Van Gogh? In little over a decade he produced a huge body of work: 860 oil paintings and 1,300 watercolours, drawings, sketches and prints. During this time he was always experimenting, always seeking to improve the way that he could portray the essence of his subjects.

His work was the cumulative result of sufficient, regular, focused attention. In my book Get Everything Done and Still Have Time to Play I call this the key to success. How much is sufficient? How regular is regular, and how focused does attention need to be?

We have the figures for Van Gogh, so let’s work it out: 860 oil paintings over a decade is an average of 86 a year. That’s one oil painting every 4¼ days. Plus five other pieces of artwork every two weeks!

That’s what it takes to be Vincent van Gogh. No, he didn’t just sit around until inspiration struck and then produce a picture of some sunflowers, then sit around a bit more until he felt like painting a drawbridge over a canal and so on.

What results would you get if you put this sort of regular, focused attention into your favourite project?

3 HENRY FORD (1863–1947) – THE ANSWER IS A BETTER SYSTEM

‘There is no man living who isn’t capable of doing more than he thinks he can do.’

Henry Ford

Henry Ford left his family farm at the age of 16 to work as an apprentice machinist. He then supported himself and his family by farming and running a sawmill, until at the age of 28 he became an engineer with the Edison Illuminating Company. From then on he hardly looked back, becoming one of the richest and best known people in the world. He is famous for the mass production of inexpensive goods, such as the Model T Ford automobile, coupled with high wages for workers. He also introduced an innovative franchise system for dealerships which made his products available at the local level, first in the United States and around the world.

More than anything else, the focus of Ford’s work was on systems. By developing the right systems, whether they were the assembly line or the franchise network or any one of numerous others, he revolutionized business practices, putting the expensive automobile within the reach of the ordinary wage-earner.

Virtually any recurring problem can be solved by working out a system to deal with it. So what were some of the problems that Henry Ford solved?

•  More than twenty years after the invention of the automobile, it remained an exotic vehicle only the well-off could afford to buy.

•  Because of this there were no local dealerships for the mass market and consequently little competition or incentive to cut prices.

•  The low wages paid to workers in the automobile industry resulted in high staff turnover and loss of trained personnel.

As we have seen, once a problem has been identified you can start asking questions about it.

As an exercise, identify once aspect of your work or personal life where your current system is not working properly. You can usually identify this type of problem because you keep having to do a work-around when things go wrong.

Two key words for identifying system failures are always and never, as in ‘The invoices are always getting lost’ or ‘I can never keep up with my email’. Why are your invoices always getting lost and why can you never keep up with your email? – because you don’t have good systems for dealing with them – that’s why!

Once you have identified a system that is not working properly, start asking questions about it.

There will be more about systems in Chapter 4.



	Putting it all together


	We’ve spent two chapters now looking at what exactly productivity is and how it can be achieved. We’ve seen that true productivity is very different from most people’s conception of it. It is not merely a matter of ploughing through as much work as possible, nor is it a matter of waiting around for inspiration to strike.


	In the remainder of this part on the basics of productivity I will be explaining in more detail exactly how to apply the three components of productivity (Creativity, Efficiency and Consistency) to your life.


	But before I do that, in the next chapter we will be looking at how you might ensure that you are not productive. We’re not going to do that in order to guard ourselves from the ideas in the rest of this book, nor are we doing it in order to make ourselves less productive than we already are. The purpose of looking at how to be unproductive is because to be productive all we have to do is the opposite!
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