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The Big Idea
We life in an age that is overwhelmingly rich in both
information and opportunities. Enormous amounts
of data can very easily be obtained, almost
instantaneously, on the internet, and, somewhat
less rapidly, from other sources such as broadcast
or print media. This of course leads to an
unprecedented increase in opportunities for all
those able to access and make use of this
information.

Selecting which opportunities and information to
embrace and which to forego is vital to living and
working productively.

However, as we all know, making good choices of
this kind is infinitely easier said than done. The
amount of information that many of us feel we need
to absorb and process can be overwhelming, and
can lead to paralysis — and/or bad decisions.
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Why You Need this Book
In this book, author Ron Hopkins tells you how to achieve ‘peak performance amid never-ending
change’ in this modern day world by providing the guiding principles for navigating this vast sea of
information and opportunities without drowning — as well as ‘snorkels’ and ‘buoyancy devices’ to
help us cope if we do get pulled under.

Communication and Noise
Every system in the universe, according to the second law of thermodynamics, will be less than a
perfect system, one which is less than 100% efficient. As anyone who has worked in one will
know, an organization is living proof of this law.

What is less easy to see is that an organization itself will generate disorder as energy is
expended to accomplish things. And, as a part of the system, the worker will bear the brunt of it. If
it expends energy to get things done, it will have entropy. Disorder will be generated and its
inhabitants will experience the effects. So the problem becomes how to consistently re-assert
order into the organizational environment.

The Alignment model is basic enough to apply to most organizations:
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Figure one represents a pattern where each level supports and interacts with the one above and
below. People know and understand where the organization is heading and how their own
activities and the activities of others in the system help it along. They know what'’s in it for them if
they're successful.

Figure two illustrates an organization where these things are ill thought through or badly
communicated. Noise will be high, information low, efficiency poor and a huge amount of
overwork, frustration, friction, waste and stress will manifest.

The flatter the reporting structure, the more vigorously the vision, strategy, planning elements
must be communicated and aligned. You can bring alignment to any echelon, but a top down
view of the model is usually preferred.

Working Smart
You can make an immediate dent in your own personal information overload. Get rid of absolutely
anything and everything you don’t need. If you do this, you will immediately buy yourself some
time, and make way for proper streamlining to occur.

Your action point is to make a start in the process by going through your files and systems, hard
copy and electronic, and critically asking the correct questions.
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Afterwards you'll need your own system of vigilance to keep it so, because for sure, overload and
entropy will creep back, if you don’t maintain the leanness in your new system.

WORKFLOW
Imagine yourself as a production line, a conveyor belt, a ‘factory’ for administration.

Flow One in the workflow diagram is a simple case of do-it-now, Access it (from In Tray),
Do-It-Now, and place in ‘Out’ for distribution.

Flow Two is pending. Access, decide to do it in a short time later (it could be something
you are awaiting feedback or response on) the next day or so, perhaps. Place it in
‘Pending’. Access it later, do it, and place it in ‘Out’.

Flow Three is project work (a sort of ‘continuous’ Pending). It goes straight in the project
file. The project file is diarised and comes “in and out” over and over until it is completed
(Out) and is probably filed in archives or destroyed.
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Flow Four is do-it-some-time-later. This is for an item you will not need to tackle for quite
some days. If it's not part of a project, place it in ‘Bring Forward'. It is accessed on its
bring forward date, placed in ‘IN’ and follows flow one.

Most work should fit into this ‘flow line’ pattern. It should automatically provide a clear desk and
an empty e-mail In Box.

PERSONAL PROJECTS
If you tend to feel overwhelmed occasionally, look for the hidden projects. Very often people fail
to identify a series of tasks or a series of interactions as a personal project.

Your IN tray and PENDING tray bulge and your electronic mail messages scroll to infinity
because they're the wrong tools for the job.

If you need to make tomorrow different from today, the personal project is the tool.
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Stress
Most knowledge workers will find they experience some degree of stress at some time during
their careers. Just how much will obviously vary in accordance with the size of the challenge,
what else is happening in their lives, their resources at the time in question, their general state of
health, their early development as a child, their lifestyle habits, and maybe even their genes.

There are a few very practical things to bear in mind:

1. Too little too late. By its very nature, genuine stress will cause you to have poorer
attention span, poorer decision making skills and the inability to follow anything through
to completion. When most people recognize the need to fix it, it's already late. Pick the
simplest intervention you can. And then do it.

2. Inthe absence of a great plan, do anything. When you’re overwhelmed, pick something
you know you can win with and do it. Build on it and tackle the next biggest thing.

3. Recognize you're part of a system. You don't have to be able to pronounce it to know that
you, your mind and body are a complex system. Everything interacts with everything else.

4. The final word — don't try too hard. Use any stress control techniques as a sticking
plaster. Treat them as a coping action to see you through the short term.

Break the pattern, get some control, get some quiet time, let some good choices come through
from all of the information that has come your way, and reset your goals to steer a better
permanent path.

Ground Zero — Personal Goals
Goals are important things for yourself and others. The ability to help someone clarify what they
really want is a very valuable skill. There are those who argue that you need to have your values
clearly defined and properly worked out before you can put everything into your goal’s success.

The point to note is that goals process is a process — and a relatively simple one, and seems to
operate regardless of sex, race, religion, values and philosophy.

Whatever works, do more of it until you have the motivation you need to keep you in action on
your goals.

What if your goals don’t seem to fit with the company’s? Before you make hasty decisions, there
are usually a lot more options to be explored than the ‘either/or’ solution that first appears when
you recognize a problem.
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THREE RULES TO CHANGE YOUR LIFE

1. Do it Now
2. Do it Flamboyantly
3. Do it Without Exceptions

(Attributed to William James, American Psychologist)

Final Notes
The issues of Information and Change will probably be things that everyone will be wrestling with
for some time to come. We all have our challenges and none of us knows the future.

Our ability to decide on a future for ourselves or our companies does not guarantee we’ll get it. All
the literature, however seems to indicate that if we give it some attention and at least specify
something, we’ll stand a better chance of getting what we hope for.

If we can set a direction, if we can stay somewhat in control of the deluge of information long
enough to keep adjusting the course, if we can relax often enough to find innovative ways around
the hurdles, and if we can communicate well enough to persuade others to follow and help, we
stand a good chance.

~l~
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