Time management

Introduction

Generally inspectors and their managers are busy people. Not everything happens in the way they want it to happen. This is caused by all kinds of blocks during the work. Partly the inspector (or his manager)causes the obstacles him/herself. Partly other people or circumstances cause it. Some of them are physical in nature, others psychological.

Do you have a clear picture of the obstacles during the work that ‘steal’ your time? Do you know your ‘time robbers’? This section can seriously help inspectors and their managers to gain time and to control their working hours.

Time robbers

In this section a lot of ‘time robbers’ will be listed, derived from practice. Not only for inspectors, but also for their managers. The listed examples  will not distinguish physical/psychological nor yourself/your surroundings. They are not listed in order of importance. Their only purpose is to assist you in determining your own personal ‘time robbers’.

You may feel familiar with many of the examples. Read the list and tick the boxes in the column ‘Is it me’? Do this every time you recognise a ‘time-robber’ from your working situation. When ticking the boxes do this without thinking whether this is your responsibility or not and irrespective of your possibilities to change things. 

After finalising the list, indicating the ‘time-robbers’ that concern you, you should read the list once more. Now indicate the 5 ‘time-robbers’ that, according to your feeling, take most of your time. Indicate these by drawing a circle around the 5 ticks.

In the column on the right hand side a possible solutions is indicated for each specific ‘time-robber’. These solutions are to be considered as suggestions.

Of course in practice it may be more difficult to take away obstacles and the elaboration of some solutions might cover several pages or even a book. The pages following the examples contain a number of advises in developing the recognition and elimination of ‘time-robbers’.

1.    Unable to say ‘no’

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	1.1
	Willing to help others
	
	If you always say ‘yes’, others will consider your help as something that goes without saying. Break up this habit.

	1.2
	The need to feel important and to keep busy with everything
	
	Focus your efforts on something important and show that you achieve  results in this.

	1.3
	Afraid to insult others
	
	Learn to say no without insulting: “If it would be possible I would like to help you, but let me give you a hint.”

	1.4
	Ignorant how to say ‘no’
	
	Train in saying ‘no’. Thus you will gain time to focus your attention on important issues.

	1.5
	Ambition / wishing to be busy
	
	You’d better do something less but good, than more and bad.

	1.6
	Others consider it  quite common that you say ‘yes’
	
	This is probably your own fault, since you never say ‘no’.


2.     Involved in too many issues

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	2.1
	Lack of clear priorities
	
	Clear determination of objectives/tasks. Use main areas of interest.

	2.2
	I want to feel important and to be involved in everything
	
	Be selective. Spend your time and energy on the 20% of the tasks that deliver 80% of the overall results.

	2.3
	Lack of realistic estimation of your time
	
	You know that everything takes more time than you think. Add 20% margin to your time estimates.

	2.4
	Overwhelmed by the pressure on you and the big piles of paperwork
	
	Do not confuse activity with  effectiveness. Often an overkill in activity proves that you are unorganised.


3.     Unable to finalise issues

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	3.1
	Lack of time limits
	
	Make it a rule to determine time limits for every task.

	3.2
	No respect for your time / interruptions by others
	
	Determine fixed  periods of time in which you do not want to be disturbed. If you really know what you have to do and what you want to do, you can defend yourself against a lack of respect for your time schedule from your colleagues and boss.

	3.3
	Lack of overview and perspective
	
	Get organised. Use this time management tool.

	3.4
	Overworked ...... too much to do
	
	Drop old responsibilities when you accept new ones.

	3.5
	Laziness
	
	Set yourself time limits. An communicate these to others.


4.     Lack of priorities

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	4.1
	No system
	
	Use this time management tool.

	4.2
	Lack of time to plan
	
	In the beginning planning takes time, but in the long term it saves time.

	4.3
	Lack of self discipline
	
	Determine main areas of interest and tasks and plan activities e.g. per month.  

	4.4
	I’d rather do than think
	
	Those who know what has to be done, succeed once. Those who know why, succeed time after time.

	4.5
	No job descriptions
	
	Use the main areas of interest.


5.     Bad communication

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	5.1
	Unconscious of the fact that colleagues also need information
	
	Ask them what they need ! (which is different from what they may like!)

	5.2
	‘Language’ problems
	
	Take care of common expressions and terminology

	5.3
	Use of the wrong media
	
	Agree on when to have meetings, write memos, us the telephone, etc.

	5.4
	Bad timing
	
	The moment of the information must be well chosen, in order to open up the intended receiver of the message.

	5.5
	Exaggerated communication
	
	Determine the target of the communication. Teach yourself to express yourself clear, unambiguous and complete.

	5.6
	The listener is not open for the message and is not motivated
	
	Try to discover the real motives and attitudes of the receiver. Investigate this on beforehand. “Would you like to talk about .....?” Learn to decipher body language.

	5.7
	Indecisiveness or delay in giving answers
	
	Use the technique: “Until I hear the contrary ....”

Look for the true reason of decisiveness. Does the receiver actually represent a proper standard?

	5.8
	The speaker and the listener use different norms
	
	Use neutral wording and sentences.


6.     Too many routine cases

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	6.1
	Lack of priorities
	
	Set priorities: What should I mainly spend my time on?

	6.2
	Afraid for mistakes of assistants
	
	Train them. Judge them on the basis of your own norms.

	6.3
	Fear to lose influence
	
	Check what really is important. Be inspired by your main areas of interest.

	6.4
	I’d better fulfil the assignment myself
	
	Train your assistants and trust them.


7.     Too much  paper work

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	7.1
	No system
	
	Use this time management tool

	7.2
	Weak communication
	
	Choose the best and most time saving communication methods

	7.3
	Bad administrative routines
	
	What is being done to extensively? Is there a too strong and too formal check? Are administrative routines modern enough?

	7.4
	Weak organisation
	
	Standardise written communications. Where possible improve the administrative work. Systemise the processing of information. Let an advisor check your administrative procedures.


8.     Too much reading matter

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	8.1
	Unclear and poor documentation
	
	Try to convince your assistants /  boss / colleagues to supply their information systematically and well organised. Be a good example in this.

	8.2
	Weak reading techniques
	
	Learn to read faster. Follow a training in this

	8.3
	Lack of priorities in what to read and how thorough to read it
	
	Make a list of everything you have to read. Set priorities and chose the time you want to spend on it. Learn selective reading techniques.


9.     Bad meetings

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	9.1
	The reason of the meeting is not clear
	
	Set up an agenda

	9.2
	Wrong participants
	
	Only invite those who are absolutely necessary.

	9.3
	Too many meetings
	
	Compare results with time spent.

	9.4
	Weak/no minutes
	
	Make standard schedules for minutes 

	9.5
	Useless discussions
	
	Strong leadership

	9.6
	No decision making
	
	Agenda has to contain the decisions to be taken

	9.7
	No follow-up
	
	Minutes to clarify ‘who?’ ‘what?’ ‘when?’

	9.8
	Indecisiveness
	
	Invite a decisive person.

	9.9
	Weak chairman
	
	Train yourself and colleagues in chairmanship

	9.10
	Not to start in time
	
	Always begin in time. If not, latecomers are awarded and the others are punished.

	9.11
	Too many external disturbances
	
	Only allow interruptions in emergency situations. Inform your secretary about the ultimate end time of the meeting.

	9.12
	Deviations from the agenda
	
	Be alert for hidden agendas

	9.13
	No fixed end time of the meeting and/or no time limits for each of the agenda point determined in advance
	
	Start by determining a time limit for the meeting. Attribute time to each of the issues, depending on the degree of importance.


10.    Telephonic time robbers

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	10.1
	Too long conversations
	
	Distinguish cosy talk from information

	10.2
	Desire/need to be available for external interruptions
	
	Teach your secretary or operator to be selective

	10.3
	No plans for privacy
	
	Switch of the telephone and plan times you do not want to be disturbed. Provide for time to make telephone calls – or tell that you will call back.

	10.4
	Unstructured conversations
	
	Plan the issues to be discussed in advance

	10.5
	Wish to be involved in too may cases
	
	Do not concern about the details

	10.6
	Not capable of ending or shortening conversations
	
	Set a time limit. ‘Yes, I can talk to you for ..... minutes’.  Announce the end.  ‘Before hanging up....’. Be polite but strict. ‘I must go now’.

	10.7
	Unrealistic estimation of time 
	
	Put an egg-timer or hourglass next to your telephone

	10.8
	Lack of priority rules, all calls are put through
	
	Discuss this problem with your secretary / operator. Make a plan.

	10.9
	No secretary
	
	Ask a colleague to answer your phone during a fixed period of time. Render him/her an equal service.


11.    Weak in delegating

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	11.1
	Uncertainty – fear for failures
	
	Remember that also you probably learned most of your mistakes. Teach your assistants to foresee and prevent mistakes ad pass on you experience to them.

	11.2
	Lack of confidence in others
	
	Train your assistants and develop your trust in them

	11.3
	Exaggerated control
	
	Judge your assistants on the basis of their results, not on their activities.

	11.4
	Inadequate guidelines
	
	Train yourself and your assistants. Take care that your staff repeats your guidelines before starting an assignment.

	11.5
	Delegation of formal responsibility without actual authority
	
	Give your assistants a chance to prove their value.

	11.6
	Fear that an assistant may carry out the work better than I can
	
	You should be grateful to them. The whole department profits from it. Nobody is expected to be equally qualified in everything. The better your staff works, the better your chances for a promotion. 

	11.7
	I deal with too many details
	
	Do not do anything you can delegate

	11.8
	I can better carry out the assignment myself
	
	Don’t try to be a perfectionist

	11.9
	I prefer the action over taking the lead
	
	Train yourself in management techniques. You will feel better when you control them

	11.10
	Overworked assistants
	
	Help them in determining their priorities. Set realistic demands. Take care that you always have an overview on the workload of your assistants.


12.    Unclear division of responsibilities

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	12.1
	Insufficient job descriptions
	
	An organisation diagram with main areas of interest would be much of a help. 

	12.2
	You have formal responsibilities without actual authority
	
	Show, based on your results, that you can handle the job

	12.3
	Indecisive boss
	
	Try to get a real overview in words and actions.

	12.4
	Struggle for power / mistrust in the organisation
	
	Main areas of interest, objectives and expectations have to be determined for the whole organisation

	12.5
	Overlapping job descriptions
	
	Trace overlapping. Eliminate these by determining the main areas of interest.

	12.6
	Ambiguous guidelines
	
	Ask for written guidelines


13.    Indecisiveness and delay

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	13.1
	Lack of trust in the decision making process
	
	Systemise the gaining of information and evaluate this to acquire a greater reliability

	13.2
	Too much attention for data
	
	Think about the 80/20-rule

	13.3
	Irrational decision making techniques
	
	Train yourself and others in decision making techniques

	13.4
	Fear for the consequences of even the slightest mistakes
	
	Switch off distrust and power struggle. Ask the question: ‘What can we learn from it? How can we avoid it from happening again in future?’

	13.5
	No realistic time limits
	
	Everything takes more time than you think. Keep 20% of your time available (‘free’).

	13.6
	Postponement of unpleasant and difficult tasks
	
	Start with these tasks. Afterwards you will feel much better.

	13.7
	Ignorance about the consequences of the decisions
	
	Determine your objectives, take the decision concerning the main areas of interest.


14.    Management problems

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	14.1
	Lack of priorities
	
	Learn to distinguish urgent matters from the most important matters. Set priorities: how to spend your time mainly?

	14.2
	Dealing with too many cases at the same time
	
	Learn to say ‘no’. Only do one thing at the time! Make a schedule for the tasks to follow. 

	14.3
	No foresight
	
	Plan. Take care that you have alternatives for unexpected situations. Think about the second law of Murphy: ‘If something can go wrong, it will go wrong’. It is better to prevent than to cure.

	14.4
	Exaggerated reactions and taking care of little problem as if they are important
	
	Do not spend time to minor problems. Delegate problems that can be dealt with by your assistants, in order to maintain the overview and the control.

	14.5
	Neglect of the possible negative consequences of a decision
	
	Make an analysis of the things that may go wrong. Make alternative plans.


15.    Lack of self discipline

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	15.1
	Lack of norms concerning performance
	
	Determine your own norms

	15.2
	I postpone the unpleasant
	
	Admit that it has to be done. It will not be easier then. If you first carry out the unpleasant tasks, the rest of the day feels a lot easier.

	15.3
	No fixed focus in my work
	
	Learn to say ‘no’ to unimportant tasks

	15.4
	I solve the urgent matters and postpone the important ones
	
	Neglect problems that will solve automatically. Delegate problems that can be solved by others. Keep yourself busy with things only you can solve.

	15.5
	I forget the aftercare
	
	Nothing is ready before it works as it is supposed to work.

	15.6
	I do not use available techniques
	
	Take care that you know which are available and whether you are going to use them. Plan the necessary time for it.

	15.7
	I do not make a realistic estimate of available time
	
	The result will only be frustration. You will be lost in incidents and lose self-confidence.

	15.8
	I cannot say ‘no’
	
	Stop  being the ‘nice guy’ or ‘nice girl’

	15.9
	Carelessness
	
	If you do not have time to handle the problem adequately the first time, then when will you have time for it?


16.    Interruptions by unexpected visitors

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	16.1
	No plans to prevent unexpected visitors
	
	Create a ‘filter’. Urge for appointments

	16.2
	My door is always open
	
	Chose an hour in which you do not want to be disturbed. If necessary, work at another spot during this period of time.

	16.3
	People ask me to take decisions on issues under the responsibility of my assistants
	
	Do not take decisions in cases that you can delegate. Refer to the responsible assistants.

	16.4
	My assistants disturb me continuously
	
	Only check the exceptions (Manage by exception). Only ask for deviations of plans and budgets. Decide which tasks your assistants can carry out without asking you questions. Decide for which tasks they may disturb you and which can be delayed until the next meeting.

	16.5
	I cannot end people visiting me
	
	Go to their office yourself. Remain standing up ! Set time limits for meetings/visits. Make clear when the meeting / the visit is over. ‘Before deciding, I would like to .....’


17.    Lack of personal organisation

	Nr.
	Causes
	Is it me?
	Possible solutions

	17.1
	No system
	
	Use this time management tool

	17.2
	I give people the impression that I am busy, important or indispensable
	
	This can be a sign of uncertainty, lack of system, confusion or inexperience to stick to time limits

	17.3
	Afraid to forget things
	
	Use your (electronic) organiser. It forms an important part of your memory.

	17.4
	I cannot delegate
	
	Accept that others also have skills and experience. Learn to delegate.

	17.5
	Indecisiveness
	
	80 of the tasks on your desk can be finalised immediately


You now went through an extensive list of important and less important ‘time robbers’. It is possible that some example show overlaps. But you now probably have an idea about the real bottle-necks you are facing. Now write down the five ‘time robbers’ that bother you most. Try to find out what you can do to eliminate them, to minimise their effect or to learn to live with them and include them in your plans. Also indicate the moment at which you want to do something about it.

	
	My 5 major ‘time robbers’
	What can I do about it?
	When?

	1.
	...........................................................................................
	........................
	...................

	2.
	...........................................................................................
	........................
	...................

	3.
	...........................................................................................
	........................
	...................

	4.
	...........................................................................................
	........................
	...................

	5.
	...........................................................................................
	........................
	...................


Write down the five ‘time robbers’. Reserve some time to work on them. Make this reservation in your agenda or organiser to force yourself to take time for it.

By determining the ‘time robbers’ you can set your first big step to eliminate them. This is necessary if you want to do something about your time problem. Most people do no succeed in eliminating their time problems because they do not know them.

The next step will be that you are convinced that you can eliminate them – also in your working situation. If this turns out not to be completely feasible, then you may diminish their negative influence. For once be clear! What is the real reason of the problem? Is it you? Can you do anything in order to improve the situation? Or does the problem originate from your professional environment or is it independent of our will?

Some people do not succeed in eliminating their ‘time robbers’ because they think that this is not amongst their responsibilities or because they hide behind one or more of the following excuses:


“It is out of my hands to change the situation”


“The customer is always right”


“I our specific branch ......”


“I have to go when my boss calls for me”


“Problems that suddenly occur cannot be prevented”


“We also do not control the traffic or the weather”


“I feel obliged to immediately assist my staff in case they address me with their 

  problems”


“The telephone disturbs me continuously and I will have to live with that”

Most of these remarks are remarks of ‘losers’, coming from people who systematically search the reasons for their problems in their environment.

