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This book will change
what you think it takes
to be productive.
This book will change what you think it
takes to be productive.
True productivity in a world where the
work never ends is not about working
harder, faster or longer. It’s about
working smarter, doing your best work
and coming home knowing you delivered.
You’ve already tried those other, old
time-management techniques, but when
you’re drowning in emails, meeting
requests, deadlines, competing priorities,
and never-ending to-do lists - they just
haven’t worked! There’s always way too
much to do and never enough time.
This is a better way.
How to be really productive gives you
practical guidance and key skills that will
give you the freedom, space and mindset
you need to get organised, focused and
in control, to manage your workload and
other people’s expectations and to get
more of the right things done.
So take control today and discover a
new, empowering approach that will
banish the stress, pressure and
craziness and leave you feeling calm,
balanced and really, really productive.

Available to buy now in eBook or print
at your favourite bookshop.

Chapter 1
Why productivity
isn’t just about
getting things
done
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hat’s the difference between time spent and time well spent?
Between brilliant productivity and just getting things done? Yes,
it’s satisfying to tick things off a list. Yes, there are days when just surviving
is a rewarding achievement. But, over the longer term, it is not enough to
just go through the motions.
What makes a day productive is not just the number of tasks we tick off
a ‘to do’ list. It’s the satisfaction, the sense of achievement and progress,
and the knowledge that what we do matters. It’s waking up looking forward to doing our best work and having fun doing it. It’s coming home
feeling satisfied and enjoying life outside of work. It’s about experience as
well as achievement. It’s about the quality of our life at work, as well as
the work itself.
In this book we will explore the things that get in the way – the chaos, the
noise, the procrastination, the interruptions, the crazy deadlines, the lastminute boss and much, much more – but, before we dive into the nitty
gritty, I want to challenge you first to think beyond survival and simply
getting things done. What would it look like to thrive, to do your best
work, have fun doing it and have a life outside of work?
True productivity is satisfaction in a world where the work never ends.
Excitement without exhaustion. Opportunity without overwhelm. It’s the
ability to give our best in any situation and to keep giving our best. To be
on fire with passion and purpose without burning out. To work, rest and
play without feeling guilty. To enjoy the crazy times without going crazy
and the calm times without getting bored.
How do we get there? We need to start with meaning, purpose and joy.

Meaning
Does what I’m doing matter? More importantly, does it matter to me?
We all need to know that what we are doing matters. That we are not just
cranking some big hamster wheel, churning out stuff for the sake of it. A
while ago, some good friends of mine worked in the R&D laboratory of
a technology company, where the working environment was great, the
pay was pretty good and the team got on like a house on fire. But the
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What’s more, we need to know that what we are doing matters to us.
Time feels productive only when what we spend it on is personally meaningful. And what is meaningful is highly subjective and individual. Doing
what we think we ‘should’ do – or what others define as successful – is not
enough.
In my early graduate days, I found myself in a job where the highlight of
my week was when I made a difference to someone else’s day – when I
helped a colleague solve a computer issue that had nothing to do with
my job, when I made someone else’s life easier. Success became measured by how happy other people were with me, not by how well I was
doing the job, and making decisions was a nightmare because, essentially, it became an exercise in mind reading rather than taking the initiative. The work was very worthy and contributed to a great cause, but it
was not meaningful to me. It did not grab me by the heart and compel
me to action, because it did not honour my values.

Why productivity isn’t just about getting things done

projects they worked on kept getting shelved – their creations never went
to market because of decisions being made higher up. However good the
pay, the job, the team, the environment and the perks, it did not make up
for the fact that their work had no meaning. Their efforts were pointless.

Values
Values are who we are. Not who we would like to be, not who we think
we should be, but who we are in our lives, right now. They are the essence
of who we are, what brings us to life and what holds the greatest meaning
in life for us. They serve as a compass, pointing out what it means to be
true to ourselves. When we honour our values on a regular and consistent basis, life is good and fulfilling. When we suppress, neglect or violate
our values, life becomes pointless, frustrating and soul destroying.
One of my core values is helping people. When I realised that there was a
mismatch between my values and the job role and environment in which
I was working, I realised that it did not matter how good I got at doing the
job, I would never give it my best. No matter how hard I worked, I would
never be able to do my best work and I would never be truly satisfied
with the work I did.
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What are your core values?
Take a moment to think about what your values might be. Here are some
of the questions I ask my coaching clients, to help them identify their
core values:

•
•
•
•

What is important to you?
What do you believe in?
What drives you?
What must you have in your life, or a part of you dies?

Think of peak moments in your life, times that were especially rewarding
or poignant, and answer the following questions:

•
•
•

What was happening?
Who was present and what was going on?
What were the values that were being honoured in that moment?

Take a look at times when you were upset, distressed, angry or frustrated
and answer the following questions:

•
•
•

What was happening?
How did you feel?
What values were being violated or supressed?

What are your top three values? Rank them in order, then score each one
out of 10: how well are you honouring or expressing these values in your
life right now? Use the box below to start capturing your core values. You
can come back to it when something else comes to mind – or when you
want to revisit or review your values.
My core values
score
1.
2.
3.
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•
•

What’s working well? Which parts of your work and life are well
aligned with your values?
What’s not aligned? Is there anything that violates one of your core
values?
What changes could you explore? How could you live and work more
in line with your values?

Purpose
We all know what it’s like to be on purpose. When we know where
we’re heading with unfaltering focus and we will move heaven and
earth to get there. We might have experienced it in a moment, when
driving a child to A&E, or trying to get a child to sleep, for that matter.
Perhaps when we are faced with a crisis or a deadline. A ‘now or never’
moment.
Purpose gives us a direction to aim for and fuel to get us there. But what
keeps us fired up and makes us deeply satisfied that what we do matters, that what we are working towards counts, is when that purpose lasts
beyond the moment – beyond the crisis, beyond keeping the client or
keeping your job, beyond paying the bills and staying alive.

Why productivity isn’t just about getting things done

•

It all starts with the question ‘Why?’, as Simon Sinek explains in one of
the most popular TED talks of all time:1 ‘Why’ is how the greatest leaders inspire action; why 250,000 people showed up to hear Dr Martin
Luther King give his ‘I have a dream’ speech; why people stood in line for
six hours to buy an iPhone when it first came out; and why the Wright
brothers took flight before other teams who were better qualified and
better funded – because they believed in what they were doing. They
were working towards a dream that they believed in, rather than just a
pay cheque, recognition or obligation.
How purposeful are your current projects? Why are you in business,
why does your organisation exist – and how much do you believe in
it? What is your sense of life purpose that goes beyond your job, your
title or your obligations? How clear are you about why you do what
you do?
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The deeper the connection between what ’s inside of us, personally (our values, our beliefs, our identity), and the bigger thing that
we are contributing to outside of ourselves (our calling, our cause,
our why), the stronger our purpose. Simon Sinek calls this ‘inside-out
communication’ – when we start with why, we speak directly to our limbic system, the lizard brain that drives our strongest decision making
(more on that later) – rather than just our rational, logical brain that tells
us what we should be doing. It’s the reason why there are some things
we almost cannot stop ourselves from doing, whilst for others we have
to summon the energy and cajole ourselves. When we start with ‘why ’,
the ‘what’ and the ‘how’.
Purpose gives us direction: it helps us distinguish between activity and
action, from going through the motions to actually making progress.
Purpose gives us drive, it’s what makes the difference between dragging ourselves out of bed to work and tearing ourselves away from it
(and remembering to eat and sleep). Purpose also gives us determination to go beyond our comfort zone, resilience to fall down and keep
getting up again, and the grit to press through the tough times when
we know that we are contributing to something bigger than ourselves.
Purpose brings out the best in us and gives us the deepest satisfaction
from our work.
How on purpose are you right now?

Joy
What is productivity without joy? Empty drudgery, an interminable chore.
Without joy, productivity becomes exhausting – a continual striving for
something that is always beyond reach. How much we do becomes the
measure of our self-worth. The reward of achievement becomes a fleeting sense of satisfaction followed swiftly by ‘what’s next?’.
I believe that, as human beings, we are designed to derive joy from
working – to feel good about putting our effort into something and
seeing it grow into something more. There is something incredibly soulsatisfying about getting to the end of the day and feeling what I can only
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celebrating success
What we focus on grows. Research suggests we actually have three
times more positive experiences than negative, but two main tendencies keep us from experiencing, extending and expanding our joy: the
negativity bias – that our minds have a natural tendency to linger on
and give more weight to negative experiences; and habituation – when
things become so familiar that they lose their power to amaze and
captivate us.2
One way to counter this is to focus deliberately on what’s going well. To
intentionally savour and relive the positive experiences by writing them
down, capturing them and sharing them.

Why productivity isn’t just about getting things done

describe as ‘good knackered’ – when you are naturally tired and also
charged, and it feels good. Like when your body has had a good workout
and you feel more alive than before. When the doing has done you good,
as well as the good you have done. When you experience joy in the
process of working – and the times when you are not working – as well as
the fruits of your labour.

Celebrate what you want to see more of, and don’t just keep it to yourself,
share it with someone who cares.
Research has found that:
‘discussing positive experiences leads to heightened well-being,
increased overall life satisfaction and even more energy… sharing
our joy increases joy. telling people about our happiness has far
greater benefits than just remembering it or writing it down for
ourselves.’3
It turns out that this increases the well-being of those around us, too.
That joy can be contagious or, as Nobel Peace Prize-winner Albert
Schweitzer, said:
‘happiness is the only thing that multiplies when you share it.’
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Here are some simple ways you can practise celebrating success:

•
•
•
•
•
•

Keep a daily journal, gratitude list or ‘ta-da’ list.
Share your daily, weekly or monthly wins with a coach, mentor or
friend.
Start each team meeting with ‘what’s your good news?’ (or make it
part of your dinner-table conversation).
Have a ‘celebrations’ board in your office.
Set up a ‘champagne moments’ folder in your email to store testimonials, positive feedback and thank you emails.
Use a service such as idonethis.com to keep track of your daily
wins.

successful living
How do you define success: by results or by actions? Results are tangible
and easy to define: a project completed, a new client on the books, a sale
made, a sum of money in the bank, a system implemented, a target hit,
another product sold and shipped. And it can be great for motivation:
knowing what you get when your actions pay off.
But it can also be demoralising when you’re in the middle of taking the
actions you need to take, to achieve that success. When you’re making
call after call, writing email after email, sending invitations, posting blogs,
submitting proposals, and they ’re not translating into results… at least
not yet.
The actions you take to achieve your results are vital. Yet, if success is
defined purely by results, your actions have no value until they lead to a
result. Your motivation hangs on the hope of reaching that goal, otherwise your efforts are for nothing.
The problem with focusing purely on results is that you’re a failure until
you get that result. And when you do get the result, success is fleeting
and momentary. Then it’s on to pursuing the next booking or the next
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But the problem is, feeling like a failure does not help us towards success.
It invites us to spend time and energy entertaining doubt and indecision, to go round in circles questioning ourselves and our own abilities. It
tempts us to spend hours, days and even weeks researching and obsessing about the competition, devoting our energy and attention to studying
their every move, rather than our own.
It makes us desperate for the sale, and we all know well from dating days
that desperation does not attract. It puts all our focus on what other people do, rather than what we do – whether the audience smile or frown
rather than how we deliver our message, and whether the prospective
client says yes or no, rather than the conversations we have, the relationships we build and the work we do giving them a reason to say ‘yes’.
And it steals our joy.
Now and again, I catch myself being too focused on results. Even though
things have been going really well and I have lots of reasons to be happy,
I find myself in a lull in between results and I feel subdued. Not terrible
or bad, just a bit muted. I get to the end of what, by all accounts, is a very
productive day, take account of everything I have done but, because I
haven’t put a metaphorical tick in my results box, I feel like there is an
itch I haven’t quite scratched. I feel dissatisfied, unproductive even.

Why productivity isn’t just about getting things done

client, where you are, yet again, back in the place of pursuing, hoping and
wondering if you ‘have what it takes’.

One evening, in the middle of one of these lulls, I was with a small group
of people who knew me well, where we did an exercise of writing down
what we saw in each other and then each of us took away a list of our
own qualities, attributes and words of encouragement from the rest of
the group. At the top of my list were three things: ‘A seed sower. An inspiration. A light in the dark.’ And it hit me: sowing seeds, inspiring people,
shining a light. This is what I do; these are my measures of success. And I
had done all of them that day.

Success is something you do, not something you
have. How are you doing success?

9
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When I do these things day in, day out, the results come. I know that. (In
fact, when I first wrote about this, one result came in just before the post
went live – talk about timing!) Plus, when I focus on doing these things,
my day is fulfilling. I’m proud of how I have spent my time. I am being
successful.
Of course results are important. Setting goals is useful. But, when we
define success purely by results, it’s always something out there. Something we are aiming for or pining for. Something we want but don’t have.
When we define success by the actions we take, success becomes a journey rather than a destination. Something we have and something we
continue to grow and create. Every day that we take that journey, we are
living in success. Now that I find motivating. Rocket fuel for actions and
results.

digging ditches
Sometimes the work we do does not look successful at all. As someone
who always advocates celebrating successes, this might sound strange: it’s
not all about the highlights, the celebrations, the ideas that go viral, the
launches that sell out, the results that go way beyond your wildest dreams.
We think it is; it’s what we hear about, what we cite in great examples,
role models and industry leaders. Often, when people ask me, ‘How’s
business?’, I feel this pressure to reel off the highlights – achievements,
successes and what has gone right, whilst brushing under the table what
has flopped, what looks crazy and what I’m still trying to get working.
A while ago, I sent this out on Twitter and, judging by the amount of times
it was retweeted, I think it resonated with a lot of people:
‘one reason we struggle with insecurity is because we compare our
behind-the-scenes with other people’s highlight reel.’4
The quote came from Steven Furtick, a speaker I was particularly
encouraged by at a leadership conference, in a talk he gave about digging ditches. He talked about a biblical story where the kings of Edom,
Israel and Judah were leading a campaign to overcome the Moabites and
found themselves in a dry and barren land where they could not water
their armies. The prophet Elisha gives them a message to ‘dig ditches’, that
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Sometimes we find ourselves in dry and barren times, when it’s hard
work and there is no sign of rain. Those are the times when we question
our vision, when we are tempted to give up and start looking elsewhere,
where the grass is at least growing, let alone greener. But, sometimes that
is precisely when we need to dig ditches.
Digging ditches means believing enough in a vision to act on it, even
when there are no signs of certainty or success. In fact, the difference
between a forecast and a vision is that a forecast is limited to what you
can see immediately in front of you, whereas a vision goes beyond the
horizon, where nothing is certain and anything is possible.
Not that a forecast gives certainty, either – it just feels safer to react to a
forecast than to act towards a vision that (at the moment) can be seen
only in your heart. It’s having audacious faith. As Furtick put it,

Why productivity isn’t just about getting things done

the rain would come and fill the land, even though no clouds could be
seen. They dug. Rain came. But the digging was not to bring on the rain –
God could send the water regardless – it was preparation, so that everything was in place ready for when the rain came.

‘the difference between a vision and a daydream is the audacity to
act and the faith to get started’.
Are you acting on a vision, or just simply following the forecast?
Digging ditches means you put in the hard work now to be ready for the
opportunities that are yet to come, rather than waiting for a sign or chasing rainbows. And it goes beyond that first moment of inspiration, which
can sometimes seem fleeting or ungrounded. It’s the act of putting your
stake (or shovel) in the ground and saying I’m going to see this happen.
I’m going to work towards this vision. I don’t know how it’s going to pan
out, but I’m going to invest myself and prepare for it, nonetheless.
Digging ditches does not look successful. It can seem pointless, even
laughable, especially when you see no sign of rain. Sometimes what we
are working on does not look successful or fruitful. There is nothing glamourous about digging ditches. Sometimes it looks like dry and hard work.
But it’s precisely this work that prepares you, stretches you and grows
your capacity to take on, harness and run with the opportunities when
they arise, to reap the blessings when the rain comes. Remember Noah?
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He looked ridiculous building an ark… until the rain came. Then it made
sense. Only with hindsight does digging become obvious.
Digging ditches means your focus is on your behind-the-scenes efforts,
rather than staring longingly at other people’s highlight reels. That’s what
I mean when I say it’s not all about the successes. It’s about the work we
put in, before it looks successful, before we see any signs of certainty. It’s
about what we do behind the scenes that enables anything to happen
out front. That is what real business – and real productivity – is about:
digging ditches as well as celebrating successes.

Vision
How do you stay purposeful – from the big-picture life purpose to dayby-day focus? I find these six critical questions for clarity from Patrick
Lencioni5 really helpful. While his focus is mainly on large organisations,
I have found these questions equally critical for small businesses and
individual purpose and vision.
Here they are, with a little rewording for those of us looking from an
individual point of view.

1. WHy do We exiSt? WHy aM i in buSineSS? WHat iS My
core purpoSe?
My accountant probably would say that the reason for being in business
should be to make a profit (he is very old school, bless him). I would disagree. Our core purpose is what gets us out of bed, lights us up inside,
keeps us inspired through the rollercoaster ride and rewards us with that
immense sense of satisfaction when we work towards it.
For many of the people I’ve met, worked with and coached, money isn’t
it. Yes, it plays an essential part in running a healthy business, but there
is a deeper ‘why ’ beyond the money. My primary purpose, at its most
basic level, is about helping people. Being profitable enables me to keep
helping people and growing my business helps me to help more people.
It’s a simple tweak in perspective that enables me to pursue my business
wholeheartedly.
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For my friend, Sharon, it’s about supporting and enabling her son to pursue his tennis career so, for her, business opportunities are only ‘fit for
purpose’ if they allow her to be flexible and meet those commitments.
When we are clear about our core purpose and we stay true to the fundamental reason why we do what we do, it gives us motivation, direction,
fuel and fulfilment. What is your ‘why’?

2. HoW do We beHave? WHat are My valueS and HoW do i
live tHeM out?
Patrick Lencioni describes a core value as something you’re willing to
get punished for, and violating it would be like selling your soul. He
gave an example of Southwest Airlines, who showed their fun-lovingspirit value in action when a customer complained that there were too
many jokes in the safety announcement. Instead of apologising, toning
down the humour and assuring that safety would be taken more seriously in future, Southwest replied with a three-worded comment, ‘We’ll
miss you!’.

Why productivity isn’t just about getting things done

Sometimes our ‘why’ has nothing to do with what we do. Lencioni gives
an example of a paving company that realised its core purpose was not
about driveways at all. It was about providing jobs in their community. In
fact, if the paving industry went away, they would move onto roofing or
something else. That is what motivates them to run a successful business,
to do a good job and get paid for it.

One of my core values is generosity. That means I give a lot of information away freely, on my blog, in talks and teleseminars and in conversation and, sometimes, some people will take only the free stuff. That’s ok,
because I know I have even more to give to my clients. It also means I
collaborate better than I negotiate!
This is about being you, not all things to all people. When you know what
makes you you, and live that out in how you work and the way you do
business, your offering becomes much more distinctive and you stand
out from the crowd. You operate from a place of strength, working in a
way that comes naturally to you. You stand your ground, instead of chasing every possible lead, and you start attracting customers who value
what you value, making your work far more rewarding and fun.
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My friend Rebekah is a social media consultant who expresses her value
of creativity in the vibrant and colourful way she dresses. You will never
find her in a suit, but that is precisely why she stands out to the kind of
creative, expressive clients she loves to work with – ones that make very
expensive handbags, for example!
What are your core values? What do they look like day to day? How do
you live them out in the way you do business?

3. WHat do We do? WHat do i do?
Now that you know your ‘why’ and your ‘how’, it’s time clarify your ‘what’,
because actions are what, ultimately, makes things happen. What do you
actually do? What is the nature of your business or your work? This is the
simple ‘does what it says on the can’ statement.
If you just want to help people, how specifically are you going to choose
to do that? What is your stake in the ground that says ‘this is what I do’?
The clearer you are about your plan of action, the more focused you can
be in your implementation. Can you describe what you do clearly and
accurately, in a way your prospective clients, networking contacts or a
five-year-old can understand?

4. HoW Will We Succeed? HoW Will i Succeed?
This is your strategy. There are lots of paths to success, and strategy is
about choosing yours. Rather than having every detail mapped out,
Lencioni suggests having three ‘strategic anchors’ that inform day-to-day
decisions.
For example, Southwest Airlines’ strategic anchors are to ‘keep fair prices
low’, ‘create fanatically loyal customers’ and ‘make sure the planes are
on time’. So, would they invest in the latest reclining seats or a fancier
on-board menu? Well, in all likelihood, that would push their costs and
prices higher, so the answer is, probably, no.
On the other hand, my friend Liz runs a cupcake company that is all
about bespoke, handmade, delicious, fresh cupcakes. Would she look
at getting her cakes mass-manufactured? No. Would she offer to match
decorations to a bride’s bouquet or make the Superman figure on a sixyear-old’s cake look just like the birthday boy? Yes.

14

M01_MARS3834_01_SE_C01.indd 14

9/16/15 5:18 PM

When we are clear on our strategy, it’s much easier to distinguish between
opportunities and distractions, decide what’s important and what’s not,
make day-to-day decisions and filter down from a myriad of ‘all the
things I could do’ to what you are choosing to focus on and do exceptionally well. What are your strategic anchors?

5. WHat iS MoSt iMportant rigHt noW?
When organisations have different teams pursuing different agendas, the
result is chaos, frustration and confusion and the effects are demoralising. When individual business owners pursue several different things all
at once, the result is frustration, a feeling of being overwhelmed, confusion and, often, ‘running around like a headless chicken’.
You can do anything, but not everything, right now. So, what are you
going to focus on? What is going to make the biggest impact towards
your core purpose? What are you choosing to commit to first? What is
most important right now?

Why productivity isn’t just about getting things done

One of my strategic anchors is building personal relationships. So, given
the choice between advertising in a magazine and writing for them, I will
go for the writing every time. Given the choice between sponsoring and
speaking at an event, I would choose to speak because it gives me a voice
and an opportunity to connect with people on a more personal level.

6. WHo MuSt do WHat? WHat MuSt i do?
In an organisation, this is about roles and responsibilities. Now that you
have your purpose, your values, your actions, your strategy and your priorities, who is actually going to do what? How clear is everyone about
where their individual responsibilities start and finish and what their core
focus is right now?
If you are the only one in your business or your team, it’s tempting to
answer this question with, ‘Me – everything,’ but defining your role is as
beneficial for you, the decision maker, as it is for those to whom you delegate. There are the things you must do, that only you can do, that are key
to your business; the ‘essential requirements’ on your job spec or the big
rocks in your business plan. There are the ideals, the nice-to-haves, the
icing on the cake. And then there is the occasional ‘muck in’, like my friend
the youth worker who saw that the girls’ toilets were overflowing and got
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the mop and bucket out. It was not her job, but she mucked in and got it
done. If you are the only person in your business, you will probably find
yourself mucking in with things you never thought you would be doing
but, if you spend all your time there, nobody will be taking care of the big
rocks.
This is as much a question of time as it is about team. Whether you are in
business by yourself or part of a wider team, the question here is where
should I be spending most of my time?
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My personal productivity vision
1. Why do I do what I do? What is my core purpose?
……………………….……………………………………………………………………………………….
2. What are my values and how do I live them out?
……………………….……………………………………………………………………………………….
3. What do I do? What’s my chosen way of achieving my purpose?
……………………….……………………………………………………………………………………….
4. How will I succeed? What are my strategic anchors?
……………………….……………………………………………………………………………………….
5. What is most important right now? What is my focus in this
season?

Why productivity isn’t just about getting things done

Over to you

……………………….……………………………………………………………………………………….
6. Who must do what? What must I do? Where should I be spending most of my time?
……………………….……………………………………………………………………………………….

My personal definition of success
Successful living is when I am:
……………………….…………………………………………………………………………………………....
Ditches I’m digging right now include:
……………………….…………………………………………………………………………………………....
I celebrate everyday success by:
……………………….…………………………………………………………………………………………....
Now we know where you want to go, let’s start clearing the way
through the chaos.
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