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Stress of Managing Time

New Technological has Added to Stress

A few years ago BBC had telecast a film “whatever happened to the pleasures of life?” With technological advances life should have become easy. Till a couple of decades ago, the dream was 40-hour weeks, thanks to computers. No one in their wildest dreams had imagined the nightmare we find ourselves in today.  First the computers, then email and mobile phones have resulted in longer hours. Snail mail had its delays, and an occasional loss of a letter. You could always blame the postal department, and get away with a claim of non-receipt. Telephones can be out of order; a garbled fax can be received. None of them is true for emails. At best you can claim “my server was down”, but that too not very often.

With the mobile phones, you are accessible at all times and in all places (well, almost all places), and now with WAP, you can even receive emails on your mobile phone. 

The result is lengthening working hours and a feeling of shrinking time. How does one maintain one’s sanity, and cope with pressure? This technological development has also given rise to SOHOs (Small Office Home Office); many companies are encouraging the employees to work out of their homes. Good thing too. You are always at home, but never away from work. No wonder Time Management and Stress management are the most popular topics for training programmes and books. On one hand you race against time to do more and on the other hand you want to make sure that you are around and well to enjoy whatever you achieve. The balance is not delicate, it is lopsided.

The Vicious Circle of Unhappiness

Here you are working 14 hours a day to pay for your children’s best education, to take them to Pizza Hut, to take your family for an annual holiday travelling by 1st AC, and a stay in star hotels. But they are not happy. Their complaint is “you do not have time for us.” How can you find time when you are working so hard to get them all these? When they are not happy, you are not happy and it shows in your work. Your output suffers, and so as and when you reconcile to the situation, you have to work even harder to get back on track. Didn’t the Time Management programme you attended tell you “be focused on your goals?” That is what you are doing. But there is an unanswered question in your mind “ if I am doing it and achieving it too, why am I not happy?” The answer to this question lies in an answer to other questions, “for whom am I doing it?” “Does it matter to them as much as it does to me?”

Money or Values

Come to think of it, it boils down to money. That is how your goals get translated. According to time management principles you must have a specific and measurable goal. Be it bank balance (money), house of a certain specifications (money), car of a particular brand (money), and holiday at a certain location (money). You name it, and money figures in it. In one form or the other, money takes the highest priority in your life. Now consider this from the book “The Ten natural laws of Time and Life Management” (Hyrum Smith, Pub NB):

There is a 40 feet long 2” wide “I” beam kept on the ground. You have to walk on it without stepping down even once.             

When you reach the other end, you will get US $ 10, 000.00. Will you do it?

Everyone will answer, “Yes”!

Now, the same “I” beam is kept at a height of 15 ft above the ground, no support in between, and the same conditions apply. If you reach the other end, you will get US$ 100, 000.00. Will you do it?

Some may withdraw, and some may still want to try it. So far so good.

This time the “I” beam is suspended at the height of 100 ft above the ground, and same conditions apply. If you make it to the other end you will get US$ 100, 00, 000.00. Will you do it now?

This is where people withdraw. The stakes are increased to 10 time the amount, but still all will say “NO!”

However, if someone is holding your loved one at the other end of the 100 feet and you are told, “walk or else this person goes down.” What will you do now? 

This time you will try no matter what. 

Why this change? Earlier you were not willing to do it for a US $ 100 million. If your goals are about money, you should have taken a chance, but you didn’t. And, when the stakes changed from money to a loved one’s life you were willing to try, even if it meant harm to you. The morale of the story is; loved ones come first, not the money, not your physical well being.

Our Goals Must Include Emotional Needs and Well-Being

When you are working hard, you do ignore your physical well being, but your loved ones end up being ignored too. You know it as well. Yet, by focusing on a material goal, you overlook emotional well being, your own and that of your loved ones. This is the cause of stress.  You can manage it the same way you manage your time. Define goals. This time do it differently. You have defined your goals in terms of material well being, now define some more for your emotional well being.

What does your family really want? Go to Pizza Hut? Or spend some time together? The answer is “spend some time together”. Pizza Hut is just a way of doing it. Instead of working hard and fitting Pizza Hut in your budget, you might as well take some time off and go to the park and eat bhel puri together. The satisfaction will be the same, because the core objective of spending time together is achieved. See the happiness and satisfaction on their faces, and get in touch with your feeling. Is this not what you want? It does not have to come from spending a few hundred rupees. It is available at the cost of a bhel puri as well.

You see profession as a means to achieve emotional ends. Soon profession takes precedence, and the conflict begins. Here is how a friend has dealt with the situation.

An Example

His work often takes him out of town. Naturally family is unhappy. They decided to sit together and sort it out. This person’s line of argument was the same “ For whom do you think I am doing this?” His family told him “Thank you very much, but this is not what we want. We are not keen on a Pizza, a Diamond, and a Five Star lunch. We want your time. And in any case even when we are eating at a hotel, your mobile is always on.” So they resolved it.  Now he has 3 Sundays in a month for his family and a few evenings as well. On these days, they may go out or they may sit together and watch TV, or do nothing at all. It does not matter. Neither is it that it is 3 Sundays and no more no less. Depending upon work pressures it changes. He no longer writes the family time in his calendar. It has now become a part of him. He is happy, family is happy, and there is happiness all around.

Professional Goals are a Means to Emotional Goals

The root cause of stress is conflict between professional goals and emotional goals.  Time management tells you to define your goals clearly. So long as you are looking at professional goals as a means to achieve emotional goals all is well. Soon however, the professional goals take precedence and emotional goals suffer. The conflict aggravates. The stress increases. Productivity suffers. This causes further stress and you focus on professional goals with a vengeance. This leads to further neglect of family and the vicious cycle continues.

To handle stress, have your priorities right and then make them work.

