
Simple steps with big payoffs
As August winds to a close, we're about to start the last three months of this
year. It's a good time to review some simple steps we all can follow to make our
work more productive -- no matter what work we might happen to do.

You've heard all of these from me before -- but if you're anything like me, it helps
to sometimes hammer them home again.

So here we go -- simple steps that yield big payoffs (with hardly any extra effort).

1. Keep and work a daily task list
The story is told of an efficiency expert who visited steel magnate Andrew
Carnegie. Carnegie was quite busy running his empire, and had little time for the
man -- but let him pitch one idea -- his "top" idea -- and that if he liked it, he'd
send him a check for what it was worth.

One idea? The expert told Carnegie to do the following:
Each day, write down the day's tasks on a small card. Order them in terms of
importance, work through the list in that order, and then check them off when he
was done. "This one idea alone will revolutionize your life," the expert is reputed
to have said.

Carnegie tried the technique. Two weeks later, he sent the expert a check for
$10,000.

It's a simple little idea, and it's so simple that most people breeze on by. We all
believe we can stay on track, no matter what diversions may come our way,
without using this simple trick.

Truth be told, even though I know the worth of this trick, there are many days
when I need to be reminded -- and I know that those days where I do this, I
accomplish far more than on days where I let the day's flow take me wherever it
wants.

There are a lot of programs, publications, binders, planners, and websites that
may facilitate this process -- but whatever you use, the key is still the same.

No matter how you do it, doing this one simple thing will pay off big -- just the
same as it did for Carnagie (and the consultant as well -- $10,000 wasn't chicken
feed at the time).

2. Make a list of everything you're good at, and like to do
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Seems a bit strange at first glance -- but we all need to take inventory from time
to time. Spend a few minutes and make up a list of your
talents/strengths/abilities. Why? One reason: When you know what you're
good at doing, it's more likely you'll move toward doing those things.

The lessons of time have shown us that we're usually more successful at things
we good at, particularly those things we like to do. It's one of the strangest parts
of human nature -- we often spend our working hours doing things that we hate.

The person who has a job he or she loves is a rare person indeed -- much of the
world's people hate each hour they're at work, every day of the year.

Sure, we're not all going to be able to find work in our strongest areas -- there
aren't that many jobs out there for people who want to sit on the couch and eat
Cheetos all day -- but we should concentrate on areas where we have a talent,
and have an interest as well.

3. Concentrate on the positive aspects of your life, not the negative ones.
Sure -- that's obvious, too. Yet, many people spend the majority of their waking
hours concentrating on the negative side of life -- particularly on the negative side
of the problems that turn up.

Mike, a friend, died last week after his kayak overturned in a river. At his funeral
today, his friend Ed spoke of how Mike had "loved problems." Mike looked at
problems, Ed said, as "mental arithmetic."  He saw problems, no matter what
they may be, as something to be conquered.

We all have problems and challenges of one sort or another -- but if we look at
them in a positive way, we soon find they are chances to grow.

When I look at a field, I can concentrate on the flowers, or I can concentrate on
the weeds. When I look at the sky, I can look at the clouds for their beauty, or I
can look at them with the dread of an upcoming storm. When I look at a person, I
can look at them as a friend or a foe. When I look at a setback, I can see it as a
stumbling block or a stepping stone.

Many of the great companies that exist today once faced major challenges as
their product line matured or went extinct -- and yet they looked at it as a
possibility for future growth -- and decided to change and grow. Many other
companies didn't change -- and went out of business as a result -- because they
saw the negative side, not the positive one.

4. Put up "Self Signs" -- reminders to yourself to keep on a positive track.
This is a odd little technique I learned from Dr. Maxwell Maltz' book Psycho-
Cybernetics -- write yourself signs to keep yourself on track. Here are some easy
ways to write this little reminders:



• A Post-it note on the dashboard
• Dry-erase marker (or china marker) on the bathroom mirror (also good for love
notes to your spouse).
• Notes written on each day's planner
• Daily thoughts via e-mail
• Notes on the refrigerator door

Keep the notes positive and upbeat. Keep them goal-oriented, and change them
often.

One other technique I use from time to time is a Velcro strip on the steering
wheel. You likely have seen the Velcro strips that are used for binding computer
cables. I find when I'm working on something important, and want to make a
"mental note" for myself, putting one of those strips on my steering wheel helps
me to remember it -- particularly if it's barb-side out. As I turn each corner, it
comes in contact with my hand, and I think about the note.

Obviously, this technique is only good for the occasional item -- or it becomes
commonplace -- but it's a really good technique for important items that have to
be drilled home repeatedly.

5. Daily or weekly progress assessments
Many of the top producers do this habitually -- they take a few minutes at the end
or the start of the week and assess their progress toward their goals.

It's often not a comfortable thing to do -- we all would prefer to pretend that all's
going OK, even when it's not -- but it's an important step.

It works better when you set aside a particular time each day or week -- and then
stick to that time, as much as possible.

6. Put habit to work for you -- instead of working against you
Habits are hard things to break -- so why not make them work for you, rather
than against you? Substitute good habits for your bad ones -- keep doing the
good ones day after day until they are drilled into your daily routine.

Some people think that all habits are bad -- but that's only because they don't
have any good ones.

7. Continually refresh your goals
Can goals get stale? They sure can! Sometimes, people work at a goal for years,
only to achieve it and then realize that it's no place they want to be. We need to
refresh our goals -- make changes when it's helpful, so our destination continues
to be somewhere we still want to go.

8. Put your family first in your life



What good is it to reach the pinnacle of success, when you don't have anyone to
share it with? Your family needs to stay on top -- even when your time
evaporates and life gets a bit crazy.

So many people achieve monetary success -- and yet never gain true happiness,
because they leave their family out of the equation.

9. Don't spend everything you make
Do you make a million dollars in a year, and yet spend two million?

I'm trying to do better on this one, myself. In the end, it doesn't matter how much
you make -- it's how much you wind up with. Cut back, save, invest, learn. An
excellent set of books and tapes on this is Robert Kiyosaki's "Rich Dad, Poor
Dad" series, or George Clason's book "The Richest Man in Babylon."

10. Spend an hour a day on personal improvement -- more if possible
Spend your hour reading in (and out of) your field. Touch up your skills, look for
new possibilities, and force yourself to think about new ideas. That hour can
change your life, if you let it.

There you go -- 10 simple techniques that all deliver a big payoff.
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