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To all the employees, managers, leaders,

and entrepreneurs who are drowning in work.

Let this serve as the employee handbook you

never received, empowering you to create an easier,

less stressful, more productive workplace where

your time is spent on what truly matters.

Together, let’s reinvent how work gets done.
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FOREWORD

It’s not often that a book comes around at the exact right time, from the exact right person, with the exact right content. I’m happy to say that you are currently holding that book in your hands.

As I write this in 2022, organizations around the globe are still struggling to adapt to the new world of work. I tell you this from firsthand experience coaching Fortune 500 executive teams and the extensive research my team and I have done over the past decade around what it takes to build a high-performing hybrid team.

When I first met Nick, there was an immediate connection. Our shared passion for the future of work and optimizing both team performance and output was inspiring. We wanted to avoid what we were constantly seeing—the inefficiency of applying old work rules to the new work world. In short, we were both obsessed with finding a better way to run a business.

Nick’s experience and innovative perspective as a high-frequency trader gives him a unique advantage in helping business leaders. He takes his high-speed, data-driven mindset and applies it to the business world to shake up more traditional thinking—or more candidly, a lack of thinking—about the most efficient use of time, our most valuable asset.

I have spent my career coaching high-performing teams as they redefine their business models. Nick’s unique approach was a powerful complement.

Throughout all my research, the results are clear: Individuals who coelevate will succeed. When this happens across teams, organizations become significantly more resilient.

But there is a hurdle. There is a significant gap between ideology and implementation that is confusing and difficult to navigate. This gap is preventing teams who would otherwise be high performers from reaching their full potential and maximizing output.

Come Up for Air is a critical missing puzzle piece. What Nick’s done here is entirely different. This is not an individual productivity book, nor is it purely a business leadership book.

This is a hybrid of strategic thinking and best practice principles that form the definitive playbook for optimizing team output, alignment, and performance. A playbook focused on the impact of the collective, not just the individual.

Teams need more than just short-term tactics. They need methodologies, structure, and guidelines. They need to understand how to implement the systems, tools, and processes readily available to them to executive effectively and collaboratively.

The world is changing faster than we can keep up, and Nick and I are in agreement—we can make a difference in peoples’ lives in the way that we work.

I am confident Come Up for Air will become required reading for high-performing teams in any organization. At the moment, the framework covered in this book provides a competitive advantage. In the coming years and decades, it will become table stakes for doing business.

The revolution has already begun. Welcome aboard.

—Keith Ferrazzi






INTRODUCTION

I started writing this book four years ago. So why did it take me—a self-proclaimed efficiency nut—so long to complete it? Well, because I, too, was drowning in work. Naturally, I didn’t feel right publishing a book on how to come up for air when I myself was still underwater, so I paused the book entirely and went back to the drawing board. Plus, technology was changing so fast that my team and I were rapidly discovering new, groundbreaking strategies and redefining the best practices of how to work efficiently.

To explain why I was underwater, we need to go back to Tuesday, October 3, 2017. That was the day my ex–business partner gave me five minutes’ notice he was leaving our company, Leverage—back then, a freelancer marketplace with more than 150 contractors and five hundred clients. I knew I had a big problem on my hands, but as the coming days unfolded, I started to realize the true magnitude of the situation I was in.

You see, my ex–business partner and I had very separate roles in the business leading up to this. He was front stage, focusing on marketing, customer success, and employee management while I was backstage, focused on strategy, systems, and processes. I was doing what I do best, spending nearly all of my time on operations and technology. I built dashboards, automations, and processes to make sure the back end of the business was running as smoothly as possible. I stayed in my own lane, and I barely ever spoke with our team or our clients so I could focus all of my time on what I was best at.

On that fateful day, there were five major problems that all came to a head virtually overnight.

Problem 1: No one knew me

Within five minutes, I went from being the silent guy behind the scenes to the face of the entire company. I had a 150-person team and five hundred clients who literally didn’t know I existed.

Problem 2: Company financials

The unfortunate reality was that we were $750,000 in debt and losing more than $450,000 per year even though we were pulling in seven figures in revenue. On top of that, our bank accounts were frozen. I had to cash out my 401(k) and take out a loan from my dad (who had to take out a second mortgage on his house)just to get my team paid. I had gone from being a millionaire in my twenties to being in debt in my thirties.

Problem 3: Subpar quality

Upon further investigation, it was clear that our quality of service was one of the main reasons why we were in such terrible financial shape. Despite a new customer growth rate of 20 percent, 12 percent of our clients were canceling each month. We had been celebrating the constant influx of new clients and revenue growth, but that growth was actually hiding some core problems in our business. People were canceling left and right because we weren’t providing the level of service they expected. Good marketing was masking a subpar service—it was a ticking time bomb.

Problem 4: False rumors

All of this was going on while I had team members and clients—many of whom I’d never spoken to in my life—telling me that I was running the company into the ground and that I should just give up. And yes, those were team members whom I was paying out of my own pocket.

Problem 5: We skipped the basics

The cherry on top of it all? We had no org chart, no hiring process, and many of our team members were largely unqualified. We were great at using automations and doing things quickly, but we lacked the foundational principles that were required for our team to operate efficiently.

I wasn’t just underwater; I was at the bottom of the ocean. Anything that could have gone wrong went wrong. My stress levels were through the roof, and I knew it could all come crashing down at any moment. I wanted to give up and quit, but there were two things that kept me going . . .

I knew it would be morally wrong to our clients and team members to dissolve the company, as more than a hundred people would be out of a job, and many of our clients had prepaid for work that we wouldn’t have been able to refund. And I knew there was a future for Leverage. I saw a path to recovery, and I was confident I could grow this business if I could just come up for air.

Looking back, Leverage was like a broken sink with water overflowing. I had two options: I could mop faster, or I could fix the sink. I decided to fix the sink.

FIXING THE SINK

The first thing I did was shut off all of our marketing. I didn’t want to bring in new clients when we were providing a subpar service. Instead, I focused entirely on the efficiency of our team and the quality of our service.

Thankfully, we had documented many of our core processes up to this point. If it weren’t for that, I’m certain the business would have failed entirely. We were able to keep the lights on and cover all of our main responsibilities even though we had clients and team members leaving left and right.

As I rebuilt the company, I started to develop my own framework for operational efficiency to get the ship back on course. Ironically, the team was previously operating very inefficiently, and it was affecting everything we did—from the quality of our services to company culture and our bottom line. We had been so focused on generating revenue that we had neglected operational efficiency, and the result was we were wasting crazy amounts of money and time. I knew I had to put an end to it before we could “turn on” our marketing again and grow the business.

In that first year, I developed the foundations for my CPR® Business Efficiency Framework, which stands for: Communication, Planning, and Resources. Just like how CPR resuscitates people who are drowning, this framework resuscitated my business when it was on the verge of bankruptcy.

When clients of Leverage saw how I had been able to turn the business around, they asked me to help them with the same things I was originally struggling with. I received some positive feedback, and I started to see that this framework applied to basically any company. Every company I worked with was struggling in the same three key areas I had been: Communication, Planning, and Resources—CPR.

I decided to write a book about the framework, and it went well at first. I had completed my initial draft and was in the editing stages, but something felt wrong. The hard truth was that while my situation had improved and Leverage was now a much more stable business, I was still spending far too much of my time burdened with inefficiencies and distractions.

I knew I still had work to do.

I spent the next three years refining the CPR Framework and applying it to my business. In that time, I’ve fixed a lot of my own mistakes. I restructured the way my team and I implement the framework with clients. We’ve now implemented this new-and-improved framework with thousands of teams, large and small, and seen significantly better results. We’ve trained their teams on how to work within the framework, how to use the tools, and how to change their behaviors. And we’ve seen the impact firsthand, with anywhere from a 20 to 40 percent increase in productivity per employee after initial implementation. The CPR Framework is no longer just a theory; it is a proven system that we’ve stress tested ourselves and with many different companies. It works.

As you can see, I am not claiming to be some productivity savant who never makes mistakes and operates at 100 percent efficiency all the time. It’s quite the opposite, really. I built this out of necessity and pain, and it took me many tries to get it right. I know what you’re going through because I’ve been there myself. And I want to help you.

WE’RE ALL DROWNING IN WORK

How many times have you heard someone utter the phrase “I’m drowning in work”? How many times have you said it yourself?

If you’re like most people, it’s a frighteningly common occurrence. You’re busy and operating at max capacity, yet the flow of incoming work never lets up. The idea of taking a weekend or a few late nights to “catch up” sounds good in theory until it becomes a regular occurrence with no end in sight. You and your team are perpetually overwhelmed, to the point where it becomes the normal way of operating.

Well, what if I told you it didn’t have to be that way? What if I told you I could give you one extra day of the week to catch up on work or spend however you’d like, while still maintaining your normal weekend? Whether you want to get five days of work done in four or be an overachiever and pack six days of work into five, it’s possible—and in the following pages, I will show you how.

The reality is that you’re not drowning in work because there “aren’t enough hours in the day” but because of thousands of seemingly small inefficiencies at work that add up over time to become major drains on everyone’s productivity. Everyone feels like they’re overworked because they’re getting bogged down in daily minutiae, endless distractions, and frustrating inefficiencies instead of focusing their time on the most important work that needs to get done.

And while individual productivity is necessary for team productivity, it is not sufficient. These problems cannot be solved by one individual because the real problem is that your team is not working together as efficiently as they could be. Operating efficiently as a team is difficult. It requires collaboration, coordination, and sometimes sacrificing one’s own productivity for the greater good of the team. Even more importantly, it requires using the right tools, in the right way, at the right time so as to maximize the collective output.

There are thousands of books out there about personal productivity—this is not one of them. There are thousands of books about how to forge teams from collections of individuals and how to help people work together effectively—this is not one of those either. Instead, this is a book about how teams can harness the power of new systems and tools to multiply their capabilities, operate efficiently, and embrace the future of work.

I will cover, in detail, the most important concepts you need to know to set yourself, your team, and your entire organization up for success so you can stop drowning in work and focus on what matters. We’ll be diving right into implementation, so if your team applies the techniques provided, you will experience many of the same benefits that thousands of others have experienced. Benefits like $12.5 million in annual savings from changing one setting in a tool, two hours saved per day from email alone, and winning a bid for a $60 million contract thanks to a more efficient proposal process.

My ultimate goal is for this book to serve as the employee manual you never received. Rather than discussing paid time off and health insurance, I’ll be sharing my proven operational efficiency framework that will help you and your team understand how to work together efficiently by knowing when and how to use all of the amazing technology at your disposal.

Sounds nice, doesn’t it?

MY (LONG) HISTORY WITH EFFICIENCY

Becoming a business-efficiency consultant was never my plan or dream, but optimization and saving time has always been a passion of mine. Some would say an obsession. Growing up, I didn’t have the patience for long-winded bedtime stories. My mother would read me some drawn-out story and I would eventually ask her to just get to the point—I didn’t need all the dillydallying! I just wanted to get to the ending so I could move on to something else.

During my first week at the University of California, Santa Barbara, I read the entire course catalog and mapped out which courses I could take to fulfill as many general education requirements as efficiently as possible. I would choose a class specifically because it filled two or three general education requirements rather than just one—and was held on a Tuesday or Thursday, so I could maintain my four-day weekends and party with my fraternity. I skipped classes so regularly that professors wouldn’t even recognize me when I came in to take the final exam.

Yet even with all that, I wound up graduating a year early with a Bachelor of Science in financial math and statistics, made the dean’s list, and won the top prize in economic research despite being a math major. It wasn’t because I was smarter than everyone else; it was simply because I knew how to study efficiently. I had developed a system that allowed me to be super productive and outperform others by working smarter, not harder. At the time, my goal was to spend less time studying so I could spend more time having fun—but as I got older, I started to realize the true value of efficiency.

In my third year of undergrad I realized that I was on track to graduate a year early. Surprised and unsure of what to do next, I figured that I could always spend my fourth year getting a master’s degree. I found out about a multidisciplinary field called financial engineering. I started applying to graduate schools and quickly realized that Berkeley had the number one financial engineering master’s program in the world. I didn’t apply at first because I figured I wouldn’t get in. A third of the students in the program were in their thirties and already had PhDs; meanwhile I was twenty years old and had spent most of my undergrad years partying. But my mother insisted I apply and, in this one case, gave me the money to do so.

I also applied to about ten other schools, but I was still assuming I’d stay at UC Santa Barbara for another year to get a master’s in math or economics.

Much to my surprise, I was admitted to Berkeley—and I’ll never forget the day I heard the news. I received a phone call from Linda Kreitzman, the executive director of their financial engineering program, while I was sitting in my fraternity house. I was beyond shocked. When I told my parents, my mom screamed through the phone with joy—we simply couldn’t believe it. In fact, we were in such disbelief that we drove to Berkeley to meet Linda in person, just to make sure it wasn’t some administrative mistake!

It didn’t get any more believable when I arrived either. To say that I felt “out of place” on my first day at Berkeley would be a severe understatement. When my fellow classmates were introducing themselves, the guy who went before me said he had a PhD from Caltech in nuclear physics. I said that I liked playing poker and chess.

Although I was the youngest person the program ever accepted, I graduated and even won the Gifford Fong Financial Engineering Prize for the best master’s thesis. All of this was, again, not because I was the smartest person in the class (clearly), but because I had developed systems for working efficiently and effectively, using my time in the best ways possible.

The program ended with a three-month internship. I was offered a job at Lehman Brothers (before its collapse) but I luckily decided to take an offer from BNP Paribas because the position was in high-frequency trading. As an ex–poker player, I was interested in this type of work because it was like gambling, except I could use highly advanced mathematical algorithms and supercomputers to give myself a massive edge. I went for the role over the prestige, and I ended up working with them full time for eight years while living in Tokyo, Hong Kong, and New York City.

It was in high-frequency trading that I refined my appreciation for and approach to efficiency. Using algorithms and mathematical formulas, I traded billions of dollars of stocks a day at microsecond speeds. In this field, microseconds could equate to millions of dollars of profit and loss (PNL) swings, and I began to realize the true value of time. Shaving even a few seconds off a process that’s done many times per day could provide huge time savings in the end.

High-frequency trading also showed me the value of data and making data-driven decisions. I didn’t buy and sell stocks on the basis of information about a company’s business. I didn’t know those details and I didn’t care about them. Everything was based on math, systems, and processes, and I used automation, including scripts I wrote myself, to make these systems more robust.

THE PIÑA COLADA THAT CHANGED MY LIFE

The pay during my trading days was great, but money didn’t mean everything to me, and I wanted to have a more normal life. Above all, I wanted to move back to New York City. I had been living in Asia for three years and desperately missed the city I had come to love. But that meant giving up over 80 percent of what I had been making . . . a tough decision.

Then, on a trip to the Turks and Caicos Islands in 2012, I saw one of my best friends, Aaron Schiff—now the COO of Easy Health—working on his laptop by the pool, drinking a piña colada.

Aaron explained to me that he was something called an “entrepreneur.” Until then, I had no idea what that really meant. I had what I thought was the coolest job possible; I was making seven figures at age twenty-six and managing billions of dollars a day on eight computer screens. At that moment, however, I started questioning whether my job really was the coolest around. What Aaron did looked and sounded quite interesting. I couldn’t do my work from a beach, let alone while drinking a piña colada.

He had freedom, and I realized that was my ultimate goal. The freedom to work when I wanted, where I wanted, on what I wanted, and with who I wanted. After the trip, I had an idea for a scheduling app called Calvin that I started to work on during nights and weekends. Calvin was a group scheduling app that would not only allow groups to easily find times to meet but offer additional functionality, like saving future trip ideas. A year later, I had quit finance to pursue my app full time. I hired freelancers on various platforms to help out, and I soon realized how inefficient it was to work with them.

The problem was that hiring freelancers at $20 an hour doesn’t turn out to be a bargain when you have to invest a lot of your own time managing and helping them out. With Calvin, a freelancer might have taken ten hours to complete one of my projects, but it would also take multiple hours of my time, which I valued at a much higher rate.

About a year into working on my app full time, I heard that Zirtual, one of the biggest virtual assistant (VA) companies in the world, was shutting down. (Maren Kate, the founder of Zirtual, is actually now an adviser to Leverage.) Zirtual’s sudden shutdown struck me as an opportunity to start a freelancer marketplace done the right way.

This quickly became a profitable side hustle that we bootstrapped by hacking together a handful of free tools. Within a few months, we were already bringing in significant revenue, and I went to work full time at the new company, Leverage. I did the logical move—I followed the money and shut down Calvin completely. (It’s a shame, because I still think Calvin was a great idea, and it’s still an unsolved problem. If anyone reading this wants to make Calvin happen, let’s talk.)

Over the years and after that tumultuous day in October, we refined our offerings—cutting out the lower-level administrative work to focus on higher-level marketing work—and incorporated business efficiency services into the mix.

But when the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020, everything accelerated quickly. As a fully remote company, we were in a unique place to help businesses who needed to transition to remote work practically overnight. We started working with companies of all sizes, helping them not only get set up for remote work but operate efficiently as a remote team—often far more efficiently than they had been in the office.

The feedback was overwhelming, and today operational efficiency is our primary offering. We’ve now worked to implement the CPR Framework with teams of all—from solo entrepreneurs to ten-thousand-person companies—and across all industries. This stuff works.

I always said that the future of work would be remote. The 2020 pandemic, for all its downsides, did have one upside: we were transported, practically overnight, into the future of work. The pandemic accelerated this by a number of years.

THE CPR® BUSINESS EFFICIENCY FRAMEWORK

The CPR Business Efficiency Framework focuses on eliminating the pain points most teams experience by optimizing the three operational areas foundational to every organization: Communication, Planning, and Resources. In this book, I’ll be showing you the tools that will boost efficiency in all three of these domains and providing you with a detailed blueprint for the most effective ways to use them.

After working with thousands of companies, I’ve seen a clear pattern emerge. It doesn’t matter if it’s a two-person leak detection company, a hundred-person poop spray company, or a ten-thousand-plus-person consumer packaged goods company—every organization has similar needs and similar problems. The difference between the two-person team and the ten-thousand-person team is that change becomes exponentially more difficult as the organization grows.

[image: image]

FIGURE 1

Regardless of size or industry, all organizations need to communicate (with their team and with external people such as investors, customers, vendors, and partners); plan and manage the work that needs to get done; and document all of their proprietary resources and knowledge (such as standard operating procedures and processes) to ensure that the business continues to run like a well-oiled machine (see figure 1).

Communication

Communication is like the oxygen of a business. If a team isn’t communicating well, it’s nearly impossible to succeed. Without good communication, everything slows down: errors occur, projects take longer to complete, culture deteriorates, and work becomes frustrating. Therefore, improving communication is one of the quickest and most cost-effective ways to improve the operations of any business, as it makes everything easier. Great communication will assist with delegation, create alignment, increase awareness, and improve productivity.

At Leverage, we typically find that just optimizing email usage can save well over two hours per week per person. And this is not rocket science—when we work with teams, we’re able to train them on how to regain control of their inbox and maintain it within just a few sessions. We’ve done this with people who have had tens of thousands of unread emails in their inbox, so if you’re reading this and thinking that your thirty-one thousand unread emails is too difficult to deal with, think again.

Planning

Planning covers meetings, work management, and goals. The idea here is to create a complete system for how work gets done within your organization, including everything from planning long-term goals to what needs to happen on a daily basis to how meetings are held. This is the largest and most detailed part of the CPR Framework to learn, but it arguably provides the most impact to top and bottom line revenue.

A thorough planning and work management system will ensure that work is always being done in the right order, by the right person, on time, and without wasted efforts. Imagine that you have systems set up so that each person on the team will know the most important thing they should be doing right now and what they need to do next. It provides accountability, transparency, and visibility: managers can quickly see what work has been done last week, what’s getting done now, and what’s going to be worked on next week, what’s blocked, as well as the status of individual projects—all without micromanaging or chasing.

Resources

Resources are the least “sexy” and most overlooked component of the three but equally important. The focus here is on documenting and digitizing company knowledge, which helps to not only de-risk the company but also save time and reduce time spent searching for information. The idea is to have everything necessary to run the company well documented and organized so that anyone can quickly find what they need to complete their work.

Resources are ultimately broken down into two areas. The first is the creation of a knowledge base, or wiki, to house vital company information. Frequently asked questions like “What is our paid time off policy?” or “Where can I find our style guide?” are often answered by managers over and over again—a massive and unnecessary waste of time. Critical company information should always be stored and organized in a knowledge base that all employees have access to, so they can quickly find the information they need without distracting coworkers or managers.

The second part of Resources is ensuring that all company processes are well documented. Essentially, this is like creating checklists for everything that needs to happen in a business where anyone can jump in to complete a process, even if it’s not their job. This makes processes faster and more consistent, reduces the risk of error, and opens the door to innovation, automation, and significant time savings. It also serves to mitigate business risks, as work can still continue even if core employees leave or get sick.

For each part of CPR, we’ll be going through the high-level strategies, then diving deep into the specifics on how you and your team can use the tools within each component in the best ways possible. This framework is built to be evergreen. It consists of principles that will apply to any tool within each respective category, regardless of software choice. They could even be applied to future tools not yet on the market. My goal is not to teach you how to use specific pieces of software, as the tools and their features will inevitably change. Instead, I’ll provide you with the foundational knowledge necessary to understand when and how to use each type of tool in the most productive way possible—now, and into the future.


WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR

This book is applicable to any knowledge worker who values their time. I can just about guarantee that regardless of industry, role, or whether you’re remote or in-person, you will find techniques in this book that you can easily implement to save time in your daily life both at and outside work.

The CPR Framework (and subsequently this book) is also valuable to all roles and levels within an organization, from individual employees to managers, executives, founders, and entrepreneurs. In fact, it works best when everyone is on the same page; so ideally, everyone on a team should be reading this book and adopting the framework in order to make the most of it. For managers and executives that resonate with this content, I’d urge you to share it with your team. And for individuals who see how this might transform their workplace, I’d urge you to share it with your managers and coworkers.

There are some sections of the book that may be more applicable to managers and some that may be more applicable to individual contributors, but it is still integral that both roles understand all of the concepts within the CPR Framework as each one benefits the team as a whole. If you initially feel like something might not be applicable to you, keep reading—you’ll be surprised at how far these benefits extend.

Finally, this book is an opportunity for aspiring leaders to step up and drive change in their organization. Whether you’d like to improve your own performance, get a jump start on many inevitable changes in the workplace, increase the output of your team, or simply get caught up once and for all—you’ve found the right book.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is broken up into four parts. First, I’m going to cover the basic principles behind the CPR Framework, which I’ll be referencing frequently in subsequent chapters. Even if you were to just read this chapter alone, you’d be well on your way to shifting into a better mindset around team productivity. I’ll also include some core productivity principles that everyone should understand so we can all start from the same baseline.

The rest of the book is broken into three parts, each of which deal with one aspect of CPR—Communication, Planning, and Resources—in that order. The order is very important, because if you’re not communicating effectively, whatever plan you intend to execute will be delayed, and you’ll be documenting suboptimal processes. This is the meat of the book, and we’ll start by going in depth on the high-level strategies for each section, then covering commonly used tools for each and the best ways to use them as a team.

Tools are a big part of the CPR Framework. I may ask you to install a new tool, and I’m almost certainly going to recommend you change the way you use your current tools or even use them in counterintuitive ways. Remember that my ultimate goal is to help you come up for air. Even if you feel apprehensive about adding another tool to your tech stack, I can promise you that if you implement it in the right way and align with your team on when and how to use it, you’ll be better off than before. What would be far worse is to avoid these tools—it would be like trying to run a company on typewriters instead of laptops.

And unlike other productivity books that focus only on concepts and principles, I’ll be walking you through how to implement everything, with case studies from our clients showing the real-world benefits you can expect to see.

You may encounter situations while reading when you want to pause and implement a technique or share some newfound idea with your team. I’d encourage you to do that. You may also encounter areas when you need to take a break to digest the information you’ve just taken in or reread certain sections to fully understand what’s been covered. I’d recommend you do that as well. Take this book at your own pace, and remember that you can always refer back to it as needed. I don’t expect anyone to walk away with everything implemented the first time around.

I’ve also created an external bonus page at www.comeupforair.com that holds PDFs, templates, videos, articles, and links to supplement the information covered in this book. This is entirely free and serves as a way to go deeper on the concepts we’re discussing. Throughout the book, I’ll be pointing out areas where you can find more information or step-by-step instructions on comeupforair.com. You don’t need to purchase the book to access the materials, so I would encourage you to share this page with anyone you think might benefit from it, especially coworkers. Even if you’re just reading this to pass some time in a bookstore, you can head there right now and get access to everything.

There are also callouts throughout to emphasize key points, and each chapter contains three key takeaways at the end. The point being—if you were to walk away with nothing other than these key takeaways, you’ll still receive value.

YOUR RETURN ON INVESTMENT

If it wasn’t already abundantly clear, I’m a numbers guy. So let’s look at the projected value you can expect to receive from this book—because I don’t want to waste your time, and I certainly don’t want to waste my time writing a book that doesn’t help people.

Say you value your time at $100 per hour. If it takes you five hours to read this book, your total investment will be $500 plus the book’s cost. In exchange, let’s say you are able to save five hours per week with the knowledge you’ve acquired. That means you would get a return on your investment in a week, and within the first year, you would actually gain $24,500 in time savings (assuming fifty workweeks in a year). Or what if you could save an entire eight-hour workday per week? That’s an extra four hundred hours or $40,000 per year.

Now, let’s take this one step further. If you have twenty people on your team saving five hours per week at an average rate of $50 per hour, that’s $250,000 in savings per year. Fifty people? $625,000. (At Leverage, we’re generally able to save companies around one full workday per person, per week.)

And beyond just the monetary value, what could you accomplish if you had an extra four hundred hours per year? What would you do with that extra time? You can see how these time savings add up quickly, and the impact this book would have if it was mandatory reading during the onboarding process (like it is at Leverage). And besides the financial return, there are a whole slew of other benefits to consider, like improved company culture, better employee retention, risk mitigation, a more agile team, greater output, less wasted time, a more enjoyable work environment, faster time to onboard . . . I could go on (and I will later).

If this gets you excited, then buckle up, and let’s get started.






COME UP FOR AIR
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The CPR® Framework


It is on their [knowledge workers’] productivity, above all, that the future prosperity—and indeed the future survival—of the developed economies will increasingly depend.

—PETER DRUCKER,

the father of modern management




PROBLEM: Most teams are drowning in work because they’re using yesterday’s methods in today’s fast-paced environment. Either they’re unaware of modern tools or they lack knowledge around when and how to best use them, which holds them back from streamlining the way they work.

SOLUTION: Aligning as a team on when and how to use each available tool is the best way to remove roadblocks to get work done faster. This alignment can quickly create a more productive, less stressful, and more enjoyable work environment.



I once heard a great analogy about tools in the workplace. If you were to go camping in the forest with your team, you’d need two things: a walkie-talkie to communicate and a map to navigate out. These two tools are essential for getting out of the forest safely, but they both serve very different functions.

A walkie-talkie is great for communicating as a team. It ensures no one will ever get lost, because it allows people to check in with the team, get updates on new terrain ahead, and share ideas on where to go next. Without a walkie-talkie, the team could quickly get disjointed and lost. The map, on the other hand, serves a very different purpose. The map tells you where to go. When used correctly, you’ll always know what direction to head, where the next trail intersection is, and how to get to the end goal (see figure 2).
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FIGURE 2

This story comes from Michael Pryor, cofounder of Trello. I like to add a third tool. In addition to the walkie-talkie and map, you’ll also need a guidebook that explains what equipment to bring and how to set it all up. That way, you can be sure nothing gets left behind and that everyone can set their tent up whether they’re a camping pro or this is their first time out.

If you want to have a successful camping trip, all three tools need to be used in conjunction with one another. And most importantly, they need to be used correctly. Trying to plan a route over walkie-talkies is not going to go well, and I think we all know that missing a key piece of equipment or setting up a tent incorrectly will make for a very rough night. If teams don’t know how to use the right tools, in the right ways and at the right time, they’ll be left wandering through the forest, cold and alone, hoping to find a way out.

Just like a team would need to use those camping tools in the right ways and at the right times to get out of the forest, modern teams that are drowning in work need to use these digital tools in the right ways and at the right times to come up for air.

The overarching principle is that knowing when and how to use each type of tool is far more important than the tools themselves. Just like there are a range of tents that serve the same purpose, there are many highly functional tools within each of these categories that effectively do the same thing. The problem is that people are not using them correctly and teams are not aligned on when and how to use each. This is the primary problem that the CPR Framework solves.


You could have the best golf club in the world, but if you’re using it to play tennis, it’s not going to do much good! The same principle applies to business tools.



DEFINING THE TOOLS

If you’ve never heard of some of those tools listed above, don’t worry. We’re going to take a quick look at each category to provide some much-needed context, and then we’ll be going in-depth on them in subsequent chapters. Keep in mind that our camping analogy is a very simple way to think about the difference between these tools. Really, they all offer much more functionality than their camping counterparts. Tools like Slack and Microsoft Teams, for example, bring a lot more to the table than a walkie-talkie.

Email Tools

Let’s keep things simple to start. We all know what email is, but do we really know how to use it? Were you ever trained on how to use email in the best way possible? Probably not. It might sound silly to focus on something so simple, but email is actually a very misunderstood and misused tool in the workplace—and it has been for decades.

Within the CPR Framework, it is used almost exclusively for communicating with people outside your organization. We’ll be covering simple methodologies on how to use email efficiently as both an individual and a team. Gmail and Outlook are by far the most common tools in this category, although email management best practices are easily applicable regardless of tool. Email is one of the first areas we help teams optimize, because the techniques are easy to implement and provide quick time savings (usually over an hour saved per person, per day). And since everyone uses email, those time savings have far-reaching impacts.


Email should only be used for communicating with people outside your organization.



Internal Communication Tools

As the name implies, internal communication tools (also known as internal communication platforms or collaborative messaging platforms) are used for communicating internally with your team. The two most common examples are Slack and Microsoft Teams, although there are others. Both are very effective because they allow communication to be organized by topic instead of just chronologically, like email. At a high level, I recommend that teams separate all their internal communication into these tools and keep all external communication (clients, partners, vendors, and so on) in email.

These tools should be used for communicating, not managing work. We’ll dive into the details of how this all works later, but just know that an internal communication tool is quite necessary for most organizations, and they’re equally important for in-person, hybrid, and remote teams.


Internal communication tools should be used for communicating with your team, not managing work.



Work Management Tools

A work management tool (also known as a work management platform) is essentially a collaborative to-do list on steroids. These are digital tools that allow you to plan, track, organize, and ultimately complete all the “work” at your organization. Common work management tools as of this writing are Asana, ClickUp, Monday.com, Jira, and more.

If you’ve heard of “project management tools,” you might think these are one and the same—but there is a key difference and a reason why we specify the use of work management tools, not project management tools, within the CPR Framework. A project management tool, by definition, is for completing project-related work. But the reality is that most organizations have lots of work that lives in one project, multiple projects, or none at all.

A work management tool is better for completing both projectand non-project-related work. That means it’s equally effective for managing complex projects that span multiple teams and completing individual to-do lists. Leaders can view the progress and health of their business from a thirty-thousand-foot view, and managers know work is getting done in the right order, by the right people, on time, and without duplicating efforts.


Work management tools should be used for getting work done.



Knowledge Base Tools

A knowledge base, also known as a “wiki,” is essentially like a large digital filing cabinet for modern teams. It stores company information in the form of text, images, videos, documents, links, and more. The idea with a knowledge base is that it becomes the central point of truth where anyone can go to get the answers they need without having to ask questions and bother their coworkers.

From time-off policies to org charts and branding documents, knowledge bases store the critical company information that people are always looking for. And because it’s stored in the cloud, it’s accessible at any time and can be updated so it always remains the central point of truth. Popular knowledge bases on the market today include Coda, Notion, Guru, Confluence, SharePoint, and more.


Knowledge bases answer standard questions: Who, What, Where, When, and/or Why?



Process Management Tools

Process management tools offer a way to document and optimize recurring processes within your organization. To clarify, a “process” in this context is a sequence of steps that must be done in a certain way, in a certain order, and by certain people or roles. While a work management tool primarily deals with one-off tasks and projects, a process management tool is built to handle activities that occur frequently in an organization. You can think of it like a step-by-step checklist for your organization’s important functions, like conducting payroll or onboarding a new team member.

A key benefit of these tools is that they serve as a sort of insurance policy. In the event that someone leaves or is on vacation, anyone can step in and complete the process even if it’s outside their role or area of expertise. Also, it makes repeatable work move faster with fewer errors. Process management tools on the market today include Process Street, Pipefy, Trainual, and SweetProcess.


Process management tools answer the question: How?



As you can see, each area has specific tools that serve a specific function within that part of the framework. And for each tool, there are multiple software options that do the job. Gmail and Outlook are both email platforms that work well. Microsoft Teams and Slack are both great internal communication tools with similar functionality. Coda, Notion, Guru, Confluence, and SharePoint are all tools that can store knowledge, just with some slightly different functionality and unique user interfaces.

Sometimes people are overwhelmed by the thought of implementing these five categories of tools and would rather just use one tool to handle everything in their business. Typically, I respond to this with a simple question: if you had to chop down a tree, would you rather use a Swiss Army Knife or an axe? Using a few specialized tools will virtually always be a better option than trying to use one tool for everything or for functions it’s not built to handle. The CPR Framework might involve five different categories of tools, but thanks to their specialization in each area, they create a net positive in productivity. The distinction between these tools is the central theory behind the CPR Framework, as there must be clear parameters around when to use each if teams want to achieve that net positive.

And the chances are good that, even if you’re using some or all of these tools, you’re not using them to their full potential. I’ve found that most problems people face with technology are due to improper setup, training, and mindset around when and how to use them. At Leverage, we’ve cracked the code for this, and it’s what we help our clients with every day. We’ve invested millions of dollars into figuring out the best ways to set up and train teams on how to use any number of tools. By implementing this framework you’ll benefit from all that cumulative knowledge.

In short, knowing when and how to use each of these five categories of tools is the key to coming up for air as a team. When everyone is operating in their own ways, using tools how they see fit, it creates problems that accumulate over time to make collaborating needlessly difficult. This behavior creates what I like to call the “Scavenger Hunt.” I guarantee you’ll relate to it, and the CPR Framework is going to solve it.


Check out comeupforair.com/tools for a list of all these tools and how to download them. We’ve also included some exclusive discounts for the Come Up For Air community.



THE SCAVENGER HUNT

Let’s say you need to find meeting notes from last week in order to complete your work, but you just can’t remember where they’re stored. Were they in an email? A Slack message? Was that in a direct message or a channel? Which channel? Or maybe they are in a Google Doc . . . Was the link to the document in a text message? Maybe a group text message?

All of a sudden what should have taken just a few seconds is taking five, ten, maybe even fifteen minutes. Perhaps you can’t find the information at all. Maybe you have to pull in someone else to look for it, and now their time is also being wasted.

Sound familiar?

Asana’s 2022 Anatomy of Work Index, a yearly report on how knowledge workers spend their time, found that 58 percent of employees’ time is spent on “work about work”—activities such as communicating about work, searching for information, managing shifting priorities, and chasing status updates. This is, in large part, due to the Scavenger Hunt.

The kicker is that those same respondents believed they were spending around 35 percent of their time on these activities.1 This is one of the main underlying reasons why people feel overwhelmed at work—we don’t consider how much time we’re actually spending on daily minutiae, and so we wrongly assume we can accomplish 40 hours of work in a given week.

The Scavenger Hunt is one of the largest and most common problems modern businesses face, and for good reason: it’s easy to create. When people save or send information, they instinctively use whatever method is easiest and quickest in the moment. They optimize for the speed of transfer of information, whether they realize it or not. This happens because people are underwater, so they default to the quickest solution in that moment instead of the best long-term solution. Or they don’t know any better because they’ve never received proper training on how to manage these situations (they haven’t read this book!).

The irony is that I used to actually say that “a business can grow only as fast as knowledge can be transferred.” I thought I had it figured out, until I later realized that optimizing solely for the speed of transfer can cause serious issues. What I discovered was that, really, a business can grow only as fast as knowledge can be retrieved.

Need to send someone notes from a meeting? Copying and pasting them into a quick text message is much quicker than creating a document, sharing it with the right people, and adding it to an internal knowledge base. The former is optimized for the speed of transfer, whereas the latter is optimized for the speed of retrieval. Although creating a document and adding it to an organized location in your cloud storage might take longer in the short term, it will save everyone time in the long run. (And really, how long does that take? An extra minute?)


A business can grow only as fast as knowledge can be transferred retrieved.



If you think about it, transferring information quickly is actually quite easy—just text everything! Most likely, nothing is faster. But the downside is that it becomes very difficult to find past messages and the information you need to get work done. So in order to work effectively as a team, everyone needs to optimize for the speed of retrieval by putting information where it belongs—even if it’s painful, and even if it’s longer in the short term.

In short, the best way to eliminate the Scavenger Hunt is to optimize for the speed of retrieval and to align as a team on when to use which tools in your tech stack. Just like a team has different roles that fulfill specific purposes, so do tools. When everyone is clear on the purpose of each tool and when to use them, it becomes very easy to retrieve past information because everything lives where it’s supposed to live.

I like to think of this as an organization-level agreement (OLA). At a high level, organizations need to agree on which tools they’re going to use and when each should be used. If team members and different teams within the organization each have their own thoughts on which tools to use and when, the Scavenger Hunt can soon turn into a debilitating problem.

This is similar to a concept known as team-level agreements (TLAs), which are guidelines that establish expectations for how members of a team work with one another.2 TLAs are great for clarifying things within smaller teams, like when people should be available for meetings or how weekly meetings are conducted. What works for one specific team may not work for the other.

There’s a time and place for both within the CPR Framework, and we’ll cover some examples of TLAs later. But this is very clearly an OLA—across the entire organization, everyone needs to be on the same page with when and how to use each tool.

MORE PEOPLE, MORE PROBLEMS

I understand that “knowing when and how to use tools” might not sound like a smart solution if you’re currently drowning in work, but it’s actually the most logical place to start. Let me explain.

Usually when teams are underwater, they rush to hire more people to get everything done. It’s a natural inclination—if you need more bandwidth, hiring more people will quickly solve that problem. That is, after all, how you grow a business. But there’s a fundamental flaw to this way of thinking that can actually cause more problems than you had in the first place.

What many organizations fail to realize is that complexity scales exponentially with team size. The more people you hire, the more complicated things get. You have to manage more people, your workflows become more complex, and it becomes significantly harder to improve the way people work. If you’re not already operating efficiently, you’re just bringing people into a broken system, and you’re missing out on their full potential.

I ran into this trap myself when initially building my own business. When we started out as a freelancer marketplace, we found ourselves running low on bandwidth every few months. As we took on more clients, we needed to take on more freelancers to get all the work done. Within a year or so, we had a team of more than a hundred people and were hiring new freelancers constantly to keep up with demand.


Hiring more people is a knee-jerk solution to many business problems. But it can be self-defeating, because the more people you hire, the more complicated things get.



What we soon realized, though, was that hiring, onboarding, training, and managing a hundred or more freelancers was incredibly difficult. When we took on all these new people, we didn’t account for the extra time it would take to manage them, let alone the complexity they would add to all of our systems and workflows. Just getting everyone on the same page was difficult—rolling out a new policy or making a company announcement is much easier with twenty people than one hundred.

In the end, I realized that hiring was a gut instinct we should have resisted—it would have been much more efficient to set up our systems right, create better workflows, train our team on the best ways to use our tools, and ultimately get more out of the current team before adding new people into the mix.

The reason this happens is because larger groups of people have more potential nodes of interaction (see figure 3). This is often referred to as “the network effect” and best explained by a formula called Metcalfe’s Law, which states that “the value of a telecommunications network is proportional to the square (n2) of the number of connected users of the system.”3
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FIGURE 3

When Robert Metcalfe formulated this law, he was referring to the fact that communication tools are only valuable if other people also have them. In essence, what’s the value of a cell phone if you’re the only person who has one? The value of the tool increases proportionally as more people acquire it, because there are more possible connections.

But there’s a downside to this. The more connections there are, the more complexity and noise there is. Therefore, it makes more sense to optimize your current team and tools before adding new people into the mix.

Remember that each person you add to your team is also going to add complexity, making it harder to optimize tools and change behaviors in the future. But the potentially larger problem is that you’re not getting the “full value” out of new hires if you’re bringing them into a broken system.

Jay Abraham, a highly successful marketer, author, and mentor of mine has a famous book called Getting Everything You Can Out of All You’ve Got that encapsulates his overall strategy for growth. When he works with companies, external marketing is often the last resort—instead, he focuses on getting all the potential revenue he can from the company’s current clients or current reach. The same concept applies to teams and operational efficiency.

To put it another way: would you rather bring more people into a broken system and fix it later, or fix the system first and bring more people into an efficient system? The answer is obvious. Fix the overflowing sink, don’t mop faster!

The CPR Framework ensures that everyone on the team is already working at maximum efficiency and any new people are brought into a well-optimized system. Part of this is optimizing how the team works together. But a big part of it is optimizing the use of tools so that teams are getting the full value out of each—meaning everyone is using them in the right way and at the right time.

It’s tempting to bring on more people as soon as the going gets tough. Realizing the full potential of your people and tools from the beginning will make it easier to onboard and train new employees. Plus, changing the way you work is much easier with a smaller team.

For the math people out there, I’ve created my own formula to calculate the “actual” value of a tool based on the proportion of people using it correctly. You can find that formula, along with calculators to determine the complexity of your team and how much value you’re getting from your tools, on comeupforair.com.

SELECTING THE RIGHT TOOLS FOR YOU

We’ve already clarified that there are multiple software options within the CPR Framework that all effectively do the same thing. But people are constantly asking me which tool is “best” in which category, so I’d like to take a moment to clarify this.

Choosing the right tool is important, as some tools may be better for your specific situation, and the cost of switching tools later on can be high (in terms of both money and pain). It’s important to do your due diligence so you can better understand what problem you’re trying to solve and which tool will solve it best.

Here’s a checklist you can use that includes some of the key questions I ask leaders when helping them select a new tool. These are questions I’ve asked myself many times over the years as we’ve implemented new tools at Leverage.


TOOL SELECTION CHECKLIST

Before you consider adding a new tool, ask yourself these questions:


	What are your current business needs? What problem are you trying to solve?

	In the future, how could this potentially shift?

	Could this tool solve any additional business needs?

	What other tools do you use?

	Does it integrate with other tools? Or with Zapier?

	Will an “off the shelf” method work, or do you need something more custom? If so, how easy will that be to create?

	How easy is it to work with their customer support? How much help can you expect from them during setup and use?

	What is the cost now?

	How does that cost scale as you add more people?

	What does the tool’s feature roadmap look like? Will it be improved over time?





These are just a handful of things to think about. But the reality is that, more than likely, any of today’s mainstream tools can solve your problem. The beauty of the CPR Framework is that it sets you up to work with any tool on the market today. And although I’m not a time traveler or fortune teller, I’m confident it will also translate to any tool that comes on the market in the future.

For example, if you and your team currently use Slack, you’d be able to switch to Microsoft Teams in under twenty-four hours because you understand how to use an internal communication tool within the framework.

It might seem insignificant, but there’s value in being prepared for these types of things. Most organizations weren’t prepared for a global pandemic that would disrupt nearly every facet of our lives and force the vast majority of their employees to work remotely, yet here we are.

Always remember: it’s not the tool, it’s how you use it!

THE EFFICIENCY-DRIVEN MINDSET

I said that individual productivity is necessary but not sufficient for team productivity, and nothing illustrates this principle more than the dramatic events of the 2004 Olympics.

In 2004, the US men’s Olympic basketball team was heavily favored to win in Athens. The coach was Larry Brown, the only basketball coach ever to win both an NCAA championship and an NBA championship. The team consisted of many of the greatest basketball superstars in the world, like LeBron James, Carmelo Anthony, Tim Duncan, and more. The United States had also won the gold medal in basketball in the previous three straight Olympic Games.

Yet they lost their opening game to Puerto Rico by nineteen points and ended up losing three games in total—the most ever lost by a US men’s basketball team. They received the bronze medal, coming in after Argentina and Italy.4 It was one of the greatest upsets in sports history.

So, how could a team consisting of some of the biggest superstars in basketball history not win gold? It’s because they were not operating efficiently as a team. Each athlete was playing in a way that maximized their own output instead of maximizing the collective output of the team.

But imagine if the 2004 US men’s basketball team had operated differently as a team. Imagine what they could have achieved if they lived up to all the expectations. That is the goal of the CPR Framework—for you and your team to live up to your full potential. To operate as efficiently as possible, so everyone is contributing their efforts in the right place to maximize the collective output.

But in order to do that, we still need a team of superstars. I said this isn’t a personal productivity book, but constructing a team of individually productive employees that can also function efficiently as a team opens up the possibility for truly exponential growth. Out of all the productivity tips out there, the following five principles will help get you into the right mindset to make the most of the CPR Framework as we begin to implement it.

There’s Always a Better Way

Peter Drucker, often referred to as the father of modern management, famously said, “Efficiency is doing things right; effectiveness is doing the right things.” Throughout this book, our focus will be on efficiency—doing things right—and that can be accomplished only if you open your eyes to new methods of operating. If you want to do things right, you have to accept that you may currently be doing things suboptimally.


When we work with teams, we tend to get deep in the weeds on how they operate. We question everything they do, and people sometimes get annoyed by that. I get it. No one wants to hear that they’re doing something inefficiently, and no one likes having to change the way they operate, especially if they’ve been doing it that way for years.

But it’s a simple fact: you can never improve if you just do things the way they’ve always been done. If you want to improve, you have to purposefully dig for ways to move faster, decrease risk, and improve the way you work as both an individual and a team. It just comes down to a simple mindset shift: “There’s always a better way!”

At Leverage, we’re always looking for ways to improve, and if someone has an idea for a better way of doing something, we listen to them. It doesn’t matter if it’s an intern on their first day or an executive who has been with the company for years.

“Your Brain Is for Having Ideas, Not Holding Them”

This quote by David Allen, the founder of Getting Things Done and author of the book of the same name, is a foundational element of productivity.

In the workplace, we all do hundreds of little things every day. These little things take up time, but they also take up space in your brain, even if you’re not actively doing them at the moment. In the back of your mind, you’re constantly thinking about all of the “stuff” you need to do (like sending the metrics report to your boss or checking in on the status of a key project). Whether you realize it or not, these small things take up valuable brainpower.

If you have proper systems and processes in place, you can free up your brain by eliminating those small tasks. Freeing up that space allows you to focus entirely on the larger, more strategic tasks that matter. Plus, it provides more room for genuinely creative thought.

This idea of creating systems to hold ideas and free up your brain is an essential mindset shift for improving productivity and a key concept within the CPR Framework.

But creating systems for holding ideas is only half the battle. As we already know, a business can grow only as fast as knowledge can be retrieved. Therefore, I like to take David Allen’s methodology one step further. To be productive, you need to set up systems for holding ideas, and those systems need to be optimized for retrieval of information.

After all, if you have a bunch of systems for holding ideas but it takes you hours to comb through them and find the one you’re looking for, what’s the point?

Flow States

A “flow state” is a period of peak productivity, which is linked to the state that psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi first called “flow.”5 It’s the feeling you get when you’re so focused on a project that, when you look at the clock, all of a sudden three hours have gone by in what feels like ten minutes.

There are physiological as well as psychological reasons for flow. In a flow state, you exhibit increased brain function and data-processing abilities. Subconscious processing takes over from conscious processing, and endorphins and dopamine, the neurochemicals responsible for the “runner’s high,” are released into the nervous system. All this leads to a more intense present-moment focus in which time can speed up or slow down.6

A McKinsey & Company study found that you are five times more productive in a flow state than out of one. That means you can double your productivity by spending just 15 to 20 percent more time in flow.7

The problem is that one small interruption can take you out of flow, and getting back in is time consuming. Studies have shown that it takes an average of twenty-three minutes to get back into a task after a distraction,8 yet most workplaces are filled with distractions that are largely outside people’s control.

The CPR Framework is built to maximize flow states for everyone, creating exponentially higher outputs from just a simple shift in behavior and mindset—a massive leverage point for organizations looking to improve their productivity. Through both behavior change and proper setup and use, the CPR Framework helps to reduce the number of “pings and dings” teams receive from their tools so everyone can stay in flow for longer. One simple behavior change is to stop worrying so much about immediately responding to notifications. Fifty-six percent of people feel they need to respond immediately to notifications at work,9 but it’s a terribly inefficient way of operating—and in most cases, entirely unnecessary.


Most tools are set up to provide the maximum number of notifications (pings and dings) by default. Be sure to look through notification settings any time you install a new tool.



Another way to maximize flow states is to use a productivity technique called “batching.” The premise is simple: it is more efficient to batch related individual tasks and do them all at the same time than to constantly switch between tasks. This is due to the negative effects of “context switching,” which simply means that any time you switch between types of tasks you lose productivity as your brain is forced to shift gears to accommodate. An obvious example is laundry: you don’t wash a few pieces of clothing every day; instead you wait for it to accumulate. The same could be said for plenty of work-related activities, like checking email. Instead of checking your inbox twenty times per day, try working through your emails in batches once or twice per day—it’s far more efficient, and you’ll find those emails you thought were urgent aren’t all that urgent.

The Power of Automation

Automation—letting a computer do it—is one of the best ways to implement all three of the previously mentioned productivity principles. Automations can quickly save time, take ideas out of your brain (and store them in the right place), and maximize flow states by removing small mundane tasks from your daily life.

The idea is that if a computer can do something, it probably doesn’t require much creative thought. The task is usually something low level, menial, and not particularly interesting. In other words, it’s not something that should be taking up your time.

At Leverage, we use automations aggressively and I encourage my team to look for any opportunities to automate their recurring processes—which we’ll get into in the last part of this book. This is a fundamental mindset shift. Think like a high-frequency trader! Even if an automation saves only a few seconds, it can be well worth creating if that situation occurs frequently.

As such, automation is a central part of the CPR Framework as it can quickly help people come up for air. But beyond just time savings, there are many other benefits worth considering. Computers don’t make mistakes, forget to do things, get sick, or ask for a raise—meaning they can be a valuable tool to mitigate business risks and keep things running smoothly.

Zapier is an incredibly useful tool that allows you to create simple automations straight out of the box, without the help of a software developer. The simplest way of looking at it is that Zapier allows you to use a “trigger” from one piece of software to then automatically do something else, either in the same tool or another tool. These actions can happen instantly or at a predetermined time in the future. In Zapier, you can either choose from a massive list of premade automations or create your own.

Here are a couple of examples:


	When someone completes a Google Form, their responses are shared in a Slack channel.

	When a new RSS item (podcast, Inc. article, or other content) is released, Zapier automatically creates a task in Asana to let the marketing manager know to promote it in our newsletter.



You get the idea. These examples show some of the convenience and time savings that automation can provide, but this is truly the tip of the iceberg. Across an entire business, there are thousands of automations that can be implemented—some small, some far more complicated than the ones above—to automate workflows, cut down on wasted time, eliminate low-level work, reduce the risk of error, and make everyone’s lives easier.

The Power of No

Working efficiently is great, but it’s equally important, if not more important, to consider whether the work on your plate is even worth doing in the first place. If you’re truly drowning in work, the best way to come up for air is to eliminate or push back work that is irrelevant, is unnecessary, or will not provide the results you and your team need at that moment.

Joe Polish, founder of the Genius Network, has distilled this concept into what he calls your “not-to-do” list, which he says is even more important than your to-do list. The idea is that any time you say yes to something, you are implicitly saying no to an infinite number of other things—therefore, we should really be saying no far more than we say yes.

But that’s not how most of us operate, and in most workplaces, it’s not easy to say no to your boss or team members. This comes right back to the mindset shift discussed in chapter 1. If the team as a whole is committed to finding a better way and questioning everything, then it should be perfectly acceptable to say no to a task or point out that something is not a good use of time or resources.

Clinical psychologist Dr. Patty Ann Tublin is a relationship and communication expert who helps entrepreneurs and executives improve their relationships through the development of soft skills and emotional intelligence. When I worked with her, she told me about a line from comedian Craig Ferguson that has stuck with me for a long time. When you have something to say that might affect someone’s feelings—especially when you’re angry—ask yourself: Does this need to be said? Does this need to be said by me? Does this need to be said by me now?

It’s a great communication tip, but I’ve found that the same line of logic applies to work management. If you’re committed to questioning everything, then start by asking yourself the same line of questions any time a new task is added to your plate:


	Does this need to be done? (Maybe it’s irrelevant, unnecessary, not a good use of time, or not in line with your organization’s goals.)

	Does this need to be done by me? (Maybe there’s someone else this is better suited to, or it could be automated.)

	Does this need to be done by me now? (Is this important enough that it needs to be done now or can it be pushed back?)



There are only twenty-four hours in every day. Whenever you can automate, delegate, or even delete a task, do so. Free up as much time as you can for tasks that give you pleasure or require your unique strengths. This is the filter that should be applied when deciding when to say yes and when to say no. Conveniently, it’s an essential mindset shift that will help you to prioritize and balance your workload—which is the focus of our next chapter.


“Nothing is less productive than to make more efficient what should not be done at all.”

—PETER DRUCKER,

father of modern management



ORGANIZATIONAL ADOPTION

Adopting new habits, changing behaviors, and learning how to use a new tool is not easy. It’s like someone telling you to brush your teeth with your other hand—a bit difficult at first, but you get used to it. I would be remiss if I didn’t touch on the concept of organizational adoption, as it will be fundamental in taking these concepts from idea to execution with your team. At Leverage, we’ve even partnered with a behavioral expert, Blake Eastman, who trains our team on the best ways to spur adoption internally and with our clients.

Blake is the founder of the Nonverbal Group, a behavioral research and education company that teaches people the soft skills most employee training programs lack—effectively, how to read people and reinvent behaviors. What he’s found is that there are ultimately four sources of friction when changing behaviors in an organization, whether that be a new way of working, a new tool, or a new policy. For our purposes, we’ll look at this through the lens of adopting a new tool.

1. The Individual

Some people might be eager to learn how to use a new tool, but they tend to be few and far between. Most people have similar reactions when they’re told to change the way they work: I’m too busy for this. My systems are fine. I don’t like this tool. I tried it and it didn’t work. This is too confusing. I’d rather do it my way. They’re valid concerns, but they’re choosing to ignore the benefit, which is that these new tools will actually make their lives easier.

The problem is that they see the change as something they’re forced to do. As an individual, shifting your mindset from “I have to” to “I want to” is one of the best ways to open yourself up to change and improvement. These changes are not required of you, they are for you. They’re also for your team, so even if you did have a good system for working previously, you still need to consider the benefits to the overall team—what’s best for you might not be best for the entire team. Sometimes you have to sacrifice your own productivity for that of the greater good.

Approaching it with this mindset and showing up with the right intentions will prove much more effective in the end. Plus, most of these pain points are due to improper setup and implementation of technology. When tools are rolled out in strategic ways, much of this friction is eliminated altogether.

2. Leadership

This applies to any leader in an organization—even people who are not in a management position but are in a position to lead by example. Leaders are crucial to changing any behavior. To put it simply, if leaders aren’t on board with the change, the rest of the team will resist it. In our experience at Leverage, these types of digital transformations simply won’t work when leaders have the mentality of “do as I say, not as I do.” But when leaders communicate the value of the change and lead by example, they can become powerful catalysts for change. Leaders also must be willing to acknowledge past failures. If they insist that everything’s fine, it instills in the team that change is unnecessary and a waste of time. But when leaders acknowledge that mistakes have been made, they open the team up to the possibility of improvement. In essence, those in leadership positions need to be aware of the impact they have on others and act accordingly.

3. Lack of Open and Honest Communication

If people can’t voice concerns, speak up when they’re faced with problems, or challenge the status quo, organizational adoption will never truly occur. When everyone is able to communicate openly and freely, without worrying about repercussions or judgments, people’s real concerns can be addressed in meaningful ways. Adopting new tools and changing the way you work is supposed to be a chance to improve, and if people aren’t seeing that improvement, they should feel comfortable bringing it up. That way, they can get the help they need to turn it into an improvement. In other words, if everyone has changed the way they work but half the team feels it is ineffective or less productive—has the team really improved?

4. Misaligned Expectations

It’s important to be realistic about what you can accomplish and how long it will take. When we first started working with teams, we found that some people would get discouraged or give up when they didn’t see an immediate improvement. This has more to do with misaligned expectations than the framework itself. The reality is that transformations take time. It’s not going to take years, but it’s not going to take days either. In our engagements and in this book, we do our best to focus on quick wins up front, saving a few hours per person quickly. From there, the transformations take longer but are more impactful. Be realistic with your expectations and what you can accomplish in a given time frame. Trust in the process.

Adopting new behaviors as a team might be difficult, but it is by no means impossible. Even just recognizing these four friction points, along with the other foundational concepts discussed up to this point, has already put you and your team in a better position to improve the way you work.

CASE STUDY: THE TRUE VALUE OF SMALL CHANGES

About a year before publishing this book, my company engaged with a team at one of the top ten largest companies in the world (at the time). For context, this company is large enough that they have an entire department to manage the transportation systems and programs across their multiple campuses.

This is the team we were specifically working with. They had more than 150 people including external partners and vendors, and they found themselves in the same situation that many teams find themselves in. They were underwater.

The problem is that they were managing work in various systems with different tools and no central place of record. They had lots of active projects at any given time, but communication and critical information was fragmented, leading to misalignment and a lack of clarity around what people were supposed to be doing. It also meant that managers had little visibility into the status of projects, so they had to manually check in with everyone to get the information they needed.

All of this resulted in a significant amount of “work about work” that wasted everyone’s time and effort. This left little time to be proactive, and as a result, the team was operating reactively—putting out fires and jumping on whatever was most pressing in the moment. This way of operating, while extremely common, is inefficient and can quickly lead to burnout.

The pandemic exacerbated things, and it was clear there needed to be a solution to unite their team, who normally operated closely together “on the ground,” to deliver their work efficiently and collaborate effectively with both external partners and other teams inside the organization.

We employed a variety of strategies to help them operate more efficiently, but status updates, as inconsequential as they might seem, offered the biggest opportunity to change the way their team worked. This one small change, implemented with a work management tool, rapidly improved accountability, made information easier to retrieve, provided clarity and direction for everyone, and saved time on both the team and leadership levels.

Within two months of implementing this system, nearly everyone on the 150-person team was creating weekly status updates. These status updates were rolled up from the individual level to the project level, to the team level, so that leadership (or anyone else) could quickly gauge the status of projects or the entire team’s work without having to call meetings or ask questions.

Each time one person contributed a status update, it meant that 150 people benefited as they had the information and clarity to make the right decisions and move forward with their work. Just a few minutes spent at the individual level translated to many hours saved across the team. It’s a perfect example of how optimizing one common area that affects everyone can have far-reaching, compounding benefits.

This one small change meant that, instead of everyone spending time in long status meetings, updates were made quickly and stored in a place where everyone had access to them. The result was increased visibility, less time to create updates, and less time for leadership to get updates; to top it all off, the updates were better. There was a clear record of everything that had been done and everything that would be done next. Leaders no longer had to chase people to get the answers they needed—the information was right in front of them.

This one change had such far-reaching consequences that it fundamentally changed the role of the team leader, who used to spend a majority of their time chasing people down and putting out fires. That had now shifted to the minority, and instead, they were spending a majority of their time on what they do best and what brings value to the business. The same could be said for many others on the team.

Working in this way helped them prepare for a very uncertain hybrid work environment in the future. They now feel confident that no matter what happens, they’re set up to make meaningful progress and push their projects forward.

There are three things I’d like you to take away from this. The first is that this team, regardless of their size and the resources available to them, had the same problems as any other team—and the solutions were not expensive, overly complex, or difficult.

The second is that seemingly trivial changes like how a team conducts status updates can be leveraged for massive efficiency gains that go far beyond simple time savings. This is just one example of the many leverage points that are currently sitting dormant in most organizations.

The third is that most of the changes within the CPR Framework work best when everyone is on board. Just like a cell phone isn’t very useful if you’re the only one who has one, these status updates wouldn’t have provided much benefit if there had been only one person creating them.

True value comes when operational efficiency improvements are adopted and embraced by teams as a whole. When everyone on a team can see the benefit and opens themself to change, some incredible things can happen. It doesn’t matter how many people or resources you have—alignment is perhaps the number one key to becoming operationally efficient.

THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Complexity scales exponentially with team size, so efforts should be made to get the full value out of your team and tools before adding new people to the mix.

	The Scavenger Hunt occurs when people optimize for the speed of transfer of information instead of the speed of retrieval of information.

	The CPR Framework has three categories:

	Communication: Email and internal communication tools

	Planning: Work management tools

	Resources: Knowledge base and process management tools







PRO TIPS


	Any time you’re implementing a new tool, ask yourself some basic questions, like:

	Why are we implementing this?

	How will it benefit our team?

	Which goals will it help us to achieve?

	What behaviors do we need to encourage to adopt it?




	G2.com is a great resource for comparing the features of different tools during your selection process.

	For more information on delegation and “the power of no,” I’d suggest reading Who Not How by Dan Sullivan and Benjamin Hardy. It’s a quick read that will shift your thinking around what you should and shouldn’t be doing.



WHAT’S NEXT?

The foundational elements we just covered are crucial for anyone looking to embrace and implement the CPR Framework. That means you’re now ready to dive into the first phase of the framework—Communication. In the following chapters, you and your team will learn how to develop a system for communicating that will make everything else you do easier, quicker, and less stressful.


NINE PRINCIPLES OF EFFICIENCY


	Optimize for the speed of retrieval of information, not transfer. Storing information in the right place is the best way to alleviate the Scavenger Hunt, even if it might take longer in the moment.

	“Your brain is for having ideas, not holding them.” Setting up systems to hold your ideas and reminders (no matter how small) will free up your brain to focus on more important things.

	Individual productivity is necessary but not sufficient for team productivity. Remember that your actions affect others on the team. Sometimes you may need to sacrifice your own productivity for the greater good.

	Focus on work that utilizes your Unique Ability.™ In the words of Dan Sullivan, your Unique Ability is what you love and do best. Reinvesting time saved into activities within your Unique Ability is a major win.

	It’s not the tool; it’s when and how you use it. Tools will come and go. The principles remain the same.

	Fix the sink, don’t mop faster. Get clear on what the real problem is before you solve it, rather than going with your gut reaction.

	If something needs to be done more than once, find a way to not do it. There’s always a better way! Be on the lookout for ways to optimize, delegate, or remove work that doesn’t need to be on your plate.

	True productivity is the sum of many small wins. Seconds matter. Even small time savings are worth celebrating!

	Time isn’t linear. Not all hours are created equal. Nine a.m. on a Monday is more valuable than 5:00 p.m. on a Friday when you’re exhausted, on your way home. Try to structure your work accordingly.



If you’d like to download or print out these principles, you can find them on comeupforair.com.




THE CPR FRAMEWORK QUIZ

Before going further, try taking this CPR quiz by indicating which tool to use for each type of action. When you’ve finished the book, come back and compare your answers to see how much you’ve learned.


	You need to tell your friend you’re running late.

	You have an update to share with your team about a project you own.

	You need to onboard a new team member and can’t remember how to do it.

	You need to find the company logo/brand files to create a design.

	You have a question on a task you’re responsible for.

	You want to talk to an individual team member about a client.

	You need to find your company’s vision document.

	You need to store a signed copy of a contract.

	You want to make a company-wide announcement.

	You need to reach out to a client that hasn’t yet paid an invoice.



You can take this quiz and get your results at comeupforair.com.








PART 1

Communication

[image: image]

In the previous chapter, we discussed Metcalfe’s Law, an idea easily explained with cell phones. The premise is that one cell phone is not very useful, because there’s no one else to connect with. Two cell phones are more useful than one, but still not very useful because you can only speak to the one other person with a cell phone. A hundred cell phones provide nearly five thousand possible connections, which is great, but not exactly groundbreaking. But a million cell phones? That’s nearly five hundred billion possible connections—and that’s groundbreaking.

Today, the value of our communication networks is almost incomprehensible—in 2021, there were around fifteen billion cell phones in operation throughout the world.1 And that’s just one of many communication methods we use every day.

But there’s a dark side to Metcalfe’s Law. As technology increases, the number of interactions increases exponentially.2 This increases the value of the network, but it also creates a whole lot of noise and complexity.

We live at a time where it has never been easier, quicker, or cheaper to communicate with someone anywhere in the world whether that’s via an email, text message, phone call, WhatsApp message, Zoom meeting, social media comment, or anything else. The problem is that as the number of interactions increases exponentially, so does the time required to process them.

For as much value as these communication networks provide, they also clutter our lives. When everyone can get in touch with anyone else in just a few clicks, it should be taken seriously. Unfortunately, most people don’t take it seriously.

Well, I’m here to tell you that technology itself is not the problem. The problem is that we’re using it wrong. And we have been for decades. That ends now.
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Principles of Efficient Communication


If you’re speaking to someone and not getting a response, are you really communicating?

—LEE BROWER,

founder and CEO of Empowered Wealth




PROBLEM: With so many communication methods available, the modern workplace has become distracting and overwhelming. Messages can be hard to find or go unnoticed, affecting culture and making it difficult to move work along.

SOLUTION: By aligning on when to use each type of communication method available to them, teams can limit distractions, reduce the Scavenger Hunt, and free up their time to get work done without all the headaches.



How do you put away your laundry? Do you just take everything out of the dryer and toss it in a drawer? Or do you take the time to fold your clothes and then organize them into their own drawer in your dresser?

Chances are, you’re in the latter category. Folding and organizing your laundry in this way is more time-consuming than if you were to just haphazardly throw everything into a drawer, but we do it anyway because it makes retrieving what we need much easier and quicker. (Plus, think of the wrinkles!) The few minutes it takes to organize your clothes is easily worth it as it saves you time and frustration when you get dressed every morning.

The same principle applies to many things in life, and it applies to communication in organizations—yet teams often fail to understand this or put it into practice, and this is how the Scavenger Hunt starts.

In the moment, we often optimize for the wrong thing. We optimize for the speed of transfer of information because we want to get things off our plate. Just like water flowing down a mountain, we go for the path of least resistance.

But unfortunately, the few seconds we save in the short term end up costing us in the long term. This “path of least resistance” mindset is one of the largest contributors to the Scavenger Hunt.

When you need to find a past message, you’re now thinking: “Did she send that to me in an email? A text message? A Slack message? Was that left in a sticky note on my desk or the notepad on my computer?”

Just like you have a system for organizing your clothes, you need a system for organizing your communication at work. This applies to both email and internal communication tools, but you’ll see that it also applies to many other areas of the CPR Framework.


PUSH AND PULL

Most organizations are set up as what I call “push” communication environments, where information is pushed at you nonstop. This is what happens when you optimize solely for the speed of transfer of information.

Whether it’s a knock on your office door, an incoming email, a phone call, or a text message, information is constantly being pushed at you—and you have no way to control it. These distractions take teams out of their flow states and away from their most important work, creating one of the largest time sucks that I see in companies. The worst part is that most of this information is not immediately relevant to what you’re doing. What would happen if you received that message an hour later? Or at the end of the day? In most cases, it would make absolutely no difference. The problem is that we’re more worried about our own productivity than that of the entire team, and therefore we use the quickest and easiest method in the moment.

Imagine if I sent a text message to my writer every time I had an edit or idea for this book. That might be very efficient for me, but he would never be able to keep track of it all or get anything done with my notifications incessantly pestering him. When I store that communication in the right areas, he can then retrieve it when he needs it, and I know it won’t get lost.

Instead of constantly pushing information at everyone, you and your team need to be able to “pull” the information you need when you need it. When done correctly, you’ll still be able to send information quickly and get it off your plate, but it won’t cause an immediate distraction to the person you’re communicating with, and they’ll be able to process and respond to your messages on their own time. This limits distractions, but more importantly, it allows everyone on your team to take back control of their workflow so they can decide when to communicate and when to focus on work.

Learning when and where to communicate is the first step in creating a “pull” communication environment, and it’s an essential skill that will help you and your team optimize for the retrieval of information without hindering the speed at which you transfer information.

Time Isn’t Linear

One reason why setting up a “pull” environment is important is that it allows people to control how they spend their time throughout the day. This is a critical leverage point because time isn’t linear, meaning some times of the day are more valuable than others.

The circadian rhythm is typically thought of as an internal sleep timer, but it also modulates our energy, attention, memory, and focus throughout the day. The result is that everyone has their own “peak times,” dictated by this rhythm, for a few hours each day when their brain is preprogrammed to be ultraproductive.1 Those couple of hours are far more valuable than other times of the day.

Peak times vary from person to person, so finding your own peak time is crucial. If you can set yourself up to maximize your peak times by limiting distractions, focusing on your most important work, and getting into a flow state, you can get more done in a few hours than you might normally accomplish in an entire day.

But even beyond peak times, certain times will always be more valuable than others, depending on where you are and what’s happening around you. Nine a.m. at my desk on a Monday is far more valuable to me than 6:00 p.m. on a Friday in the back of a taxi, for example. The idea is that I want to focus on my most important work during times when my brain is at full horsepower. I can do that because, at Leverage, we live in a “pull” communication environment. I can devote a few hours to some important work at a time that makes sense for me without having to be interrupted by phone calls or messages, and my team is free to do the same. Then, during lower-value times of the day (like that 6:00 p.m. taxi ride), I can check my email and respond to messages.

When teams shift from “push” to “pull” communication environments, people are able to take back control of how they spend their time throughout the day and make the most of their high-value times. The benefits extend even further by aligning on when and how to best use asynchronous communication.

SYNCHRONOUS VERSUS ASYNCHRONOUS

There are effectively two ways to communicate with people: synchronously (meaning “at the same time”) and asynchronously (meaning “not at the same time”). We’re going to be looking at both forms, the benefits of each, and when to use them in the modern workplace.

To be clear, when I talk about synchronous communication, I’m talking about methods that allow you to communicate with people in real time, such as:


	phone calls

	video conference calls

	in-person meetings

	virtual reality



Asynchronous communication is most commonly used in the form of text-based messages, but it’s really any situation in which the recipient can view a message on their own time, such as:


	emails

	text messages

	video messages

	internal communication messages

	voice mails

	comments on tasks and projects



In general, asynchronous communication is a more efficient and flexible method than synchronous communication, which forces people to stop what they’re doing and pick up the phone, join a conference call, or head to an in-person meeting. We already know the value of peak times, flow states, and planning your day for maximum productivity—and incessant interruptions can stop that right in its tracks.

So one obvious productivity hack is to communicate asynchronously as much as possible. But that can also cause problems. There are certain types of communication that should be conveyed synchronously, like giving someone lengthy feedback or telling a direct report of their new promotion. We all know that you shouldn’t break up with someone over a text message, and that’s because asynchronous communication doesn’t provide the tonality, context, or personal touch that comes with communicating in real time. In the workplace, too much asynchronous communication can cause misunderstandings, resulting in endless back-and-forth messages that only serve to create more distractions and waste more time.

Point being, there’s a time and a place for both methods. We’ll get more into when each is appropriate later. But the overall benefits of asynchronous communication shouldn’t be taken lightly. If you have a choice between the two, asynchronous tends to be the more efficient way to go in a team environment.

Instead of a phone call, you could receive and send audio recordings. Instead of a virtual meeting, you could use handy tools like Loom for recording and sharing video recordings.


Video recordings are a great way to communicate asynchronously as they provide face-to-face interaction but can be paused, rewound, rewatched later, and even watched at 1.5–2x speed.



The main benefit is that it allows you to read (or listen or view) and respond to communication on your own time instead of being forced to meet at a particular time and date, empowering you to choose how to structure your day. And it goes both ways, as the sender can also send a message whenever they’d like, without having to hope you’re available or go through the hassle of scheduling a meeting (studies have shown it takes an average of twenty-five minutes to schedule a synchronous meeting for six to eight participants!).2 Going asynchronous provides a ton of flexibility and allows people to use their time more efficiently—something nearly everyone can get on board with.

And asynchronous communication can go well beyond simple recordings and messages. Even things like brainstorming sessions can be done asynchronously with digital whiteboard tools like Miro. Documents can be collaborated on asynchronously with Google Docs or online versions of Microsoft Word docs. Later in the book, I’ll even explain how tools like Asana let teams complete projects asynchronously. There are many ways to not only communicate but collaborate asynchronously nowadays to eliminate unnecessary meetings and lengthy phone calls. (We’ve all seen the coffee mugs about the meeting that could have been an email—and let’s face it, it’s true.)

I like to look at the benefits of asynchronous communication as similar to “options” in finance. An option is a financial derivative that gives you the right, but not the obligation, to buy or sell something at a future date at a future price. An option has intrinsic value because it gives you a choice. Asynchronous communication has that same intrinsic value because you are given the choice of when and how to respond to it.

Asynchronous communication also allows you to optimize what might otherwise be down times when you are relatively unproductive. There are certain tasks that you can only do at your desk and other tasks that you can do anywhere. When you’re at your desk, prioritize the tasks you absolutely have to do there. Do other tasks when you’re in transit or in less-than-optimal environments. You can watch a video recording, check email, or check Slack while you’re in a cab. Not only do you now have the information you need, but as a bonus, you’ve also freed up twenty minutes of your time. You can then use that time to focus on more important work at your desk or have some more free time at the end of the day.

The final benefit of asynchronous communication is that it helps to optimize for the retrieval of information. When you communicate asynchronously, there is a clear record of what’s been said that you and others can refer back to. If you forget what someone said in a meeting, you have to hope you can find it in the meeting notes or ask them about it (another distraction). But if you forget what someone said on a video recording, you can simply go back and watch the video again. The same, of course, holds true for written messages.

As work is increasingly done by remote and dispersed teams, the need for and value of asynchronous communication increases. Time zone differences, for example, are easy to navigate with asynchronous communication.

WHEN SYNCHRONOUS MATTERS

There are still, of course, times when synchronous communication is appropriate and necessary. There’s no denying that in-person or virtual conversations help to eliminate misunderstandings and allow you to go deeper into the topic at hand.

This book, for example, is based on a combination of synchronous and asynchronous conversations. In theory, you could write a book based entirely on asynchronous audio or video recordings. But most major initiatives (like a book) will benefit from people talking and brainstorming together from time to time. We edited most of this book asynchronously, but still had calls from time to time to discuss changes and run through the manuscript in real time.

I’ve found that situations that involve lengthy or negative feedback are also better suited for synchronous communication. No one wants to receive an essay filled with negative comments about their work, and working through that feedback in real time allows for some meaningful discussions that will ultimately create a better finished product. In this case, that feedback may also create lengthy back-and-forth messages that create needless clutter in an internal communication tool.

The overarching principle is that face-to-face communication allows people’s true emotions to come through, and it typically provides more context. There’s no ambiguity as to what’s going on, whereas asynchronous communication can often be misconstrued. I think we’ve all received messages from someone and think they’re angry or upset when, in reality, they’re completely fine.

Asynchronous communication can easily be misinterpreted or misunderstood. If the communication is simple and straightforward, conducting it asynchronously is a win for everyone involved. But when it’s not, it can cause further problems down the line, making it less efficient in the end.

Here are a few quick examples of situations when synchronous communication is typically better than asynchronous in a team environment:


	providing lengthy feedback

	brainstorming

	situations that involve many questions or back-and-forth conversations

	any time you need to make sure everyone is on the same page

	sensitive conversations like promotions or terminations



Synchronous communication is also incredibly beneficial for culture and engagement, especially with remote and dispersed teams. Leverage has been completely remote from the beginning, but we use video calls to get to know each other and we meet in-person once every quarter. When we do meet, it’s as if we all already know each other (because we do). And since there’s no central location for us, we usually end up meeting in fun locations—almost like a team vacation. (Just one of the many perks of working remotely.)

With all its benefits, it’s easy for organizations to fall into the trap of relying too much on asynchronous communication. The time savings are great, but there are other factors at play that should always be considered. I can say, in all honesty, that Leverage relied too much on asynchronous communication to the point it caused problems. Over the past few years, we’ve started to rely a bit more on synchronous communication and have seen a major improvement in our culture and the way we work together.

It’s difficult to create hard-and-fast rules for when to use synchronous versus asynchronous, but the overarching principle should always be to strive for a communication system in which you can pull the information you need when you need it, rather than one in which information is constantly being pushed at you. Ultimately, it comes down to using your best judgment and knowing what method is appropriate given the context of the situation.

So, with all that said, let’s look at a couple of case studies of companies that tipped the balance from push to pull and how they benefited.

CASE STUDY: PLUGGING THE LEAK

I once consulted for a company that repaired gas and water leaks. Naturally, they had their phone number on their website and were getting bombarded with calls. In one respect, that was good, because that was how they got customers. In another respect, it wasn’t so good because they were wasting time talking to people who wound up not using their services. They had no control over their time—other people controlled it. They were in a push environment.

Under the old push system, a call would come in and the person would explain their problem. An employee would ask them a few questions to figure out what was going on. Based on their answers, they would then go through a diagnostic procedure to see if it was possible to fix the problem over the phone. Half the time, the problem would be fixed during the diagnostic process. The other half of the time, a technician would need to go to the property, and that was the only time when the company made money. And sometimes, the person calling wasn’t even located within the company’s service area, so the call was a complete waste of time.

The first step in changing to a more efficient (and profitable) push system was to remove the company’s telephone number from its website. You can imagine how uncomfortable the founder was with this! Here I am, an outsider who has spent less than a day getting to know their business, telling them to eliminate their number one source of leads. It sounds like lunacy, but I had a plan.

To replace the phone number, we set up an FAQ section and a self-help test on their website, followed by an intake form that asked the follow-up questions needed to prequalify their leads (like what zip code they were located in and the type of leak they were experiencing). This covered all the potential scenarios and instructions employees would have previously gone over on the phone. Customers were now diagnosing the issue themselves.

If the problem wasn’t fixed by the time the customer got to the last steps of the self-help test, the team had a very good idea of exactly what the problem was and how they would fix it. The customer would be prompted to provide an email and telephone number, and they would receive a phone call within twenty-four hours to address their problem.

Did they lose potential customers by eliminating their phone number from the website and forcing people to go through the self-help test? They almost surely did. But the amount of time this new process saved vastly outweighed the handful of lost customers, and profits increased as employees spent more time actually talking to qualified leads. The approach may have seemed counterintuitive, but it worked.

SEPARATING COMMUNICATION

Communication falls into two main categories: external and internal. External communication is when you’re communicating with anyone outside your organization, like a partner, vendor, agency, client, or potential new hire. Internal communication is, of course, when you’re communicating with people inside your organization.

Separating these two types of communication into the right tool for the job is crucial for both efficient communication and the retrieval of information. The rule is that email should be used for external communication only, while internal communication tools like Slack and Microsoft Teams should be used for internal communication (as their name implies).

This separation is extremely important. In our consulting work, we find that most companies rely on email for nearly all their communication, and even those with internal communication tools often use email for “important” communication. This creates serious problems. The reality is that email is not optimized for internal communication. When managed in email, internal conversations get lost, are forgotten about, and take longer to facilitate. These inefficiencies quickly add up and can delay decision making and progress. Not to mention, most people are tired of being tied to their email inbox.


Internal communication tools, on the other hand, are optimized for this type of communication. They are perfect for holding ongoing conversations, communicating with groups, and getting quick responses. These tools organize communication based on topics, as opposed to email where messages are simply listed out chronologically. Besides making it easier to find information, this allows everyone to stay tuned in to the conversation without getting lost in dozens of back-and-forth emails.

Separating internal and external communication is one of the quickest ways to alleviate the Scavenger Hunt found in most organizations, and it’s one of the first things we address in our consulting work. When implemented, you’ll instantly know where to look for past communications. If it was with an external contact, you know it was in an email. If it was with an internal team member, you know it’s in your internal communication tool.

Similarly, it’s worth making a distinction between work-related and personal communication (with friends and family outside work, or about personal matters with your coworkers). In short, personal communication should live outside these tools, mainly relegated to text messaging. This helps to separate work life from personal life so people can shift gears when they’re off the clock. Now, to be clear, I don’t mind if my team is using their internal communication platform to have personal conversations. But I do have a problem if they’re texting each other about work-related matters. And this has nothing to do with me wanting to monitor my team—it’s all about making it easier to find things at work and giving my team the ability to truly shut off when they’re not working.

I appreciate that text messaging is easy in the moment, especially while traveling or for people who need to be “in the field” for their role. But for the sake of everyone else’s productivity, install the Slack or Microsoft Teams app and communicate with your team there instead of sending one-off text messages. I can’t overstate how useful this is.


Separating internal, external, and personal communication is typically the fastest way to alleviate the Scavenger Hunt in most organizations.



We’ll discuss how to break this down even further in the coming chapters, but this one distinction alone will provide massive time savings and relieve many future headaches, even if you don’t use email or internal communication tools optimally. At the very least, it will reduce the number of places you need to look to find a past conversation.

There are plenty of other benefits as well. Internal communication platforms are built to foster engagement and make communicating fun. Communicating in them is less formal than email, and more conversational. They’re a critical component of building culture for remote teams, and they help in-person teams communicate efficiently without creating distractions in the office.

Separating your communication can also be helpful for prioritizing your day. If you’re a salesperson, you can easily prioritize responding to prospects by checking email first, then checking your internal communication tool. You can even have email open most of the day and check internal communication just a few times per day.

On the other hand, if you’re in human resources, your primary responsibility is to respond to team members. In that case, you may have it flipped—checking email just a couple of times a day and internal communication more often.

Regardless, the point remains the same: if you’re communicating with an internal team member, it most likely should be in your internal communication tool.

The Exception to the Rule

There is, however, one exception to this rule. If you receive an email that is relevant to one of your team members, it makes far more sense to simply forward the email to them rather than copy and paste it into your internal communication tool. You should feel free to continue using email for quick conversations based on the initial email, but it is a good idea to transition to your internal communication tool if a larger conversation comes out of the initial email (assuming it only involves internal team members).

This is another example of flexibility within the CPR Framework. None of these rules are hard and fast, and I always encourage people to create a system that makes them more productive. In this case, copying every relevant email into your internal communication platform would be a very unproductive way of working. In fact, it would likely cancel out the time savings from many of the other communication methods.


“Slack Connect” is another, more nuanced exception. With Slack Connect, you can connect your Slack account with other organizations to communicate externally without leaving Slack. This can be helpful to streamline communication between companies you work closely with (and that use Slack).



THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Teams should strive to create a communication environment where they can pull the information they need when they need it, rather than having information being constantly pushed at them.

	Asynchronous communication is typically more efficient than synchronous communication, but there is a time and place for both.

	Email is for external communication while internal communication tools like Slack and Microsoft Teams are for internal communication.



PRO TIPS


	Loom and CloudApp are both tools that allow you to quickly create screenshots and screen recordings, then share them with a simple link. This can be extremely helpful for adding clarity while communicating asynchronously or making annotated screenshots. While both tools offer both features, we prefer to use Loom for screen recordings and CloudApp for screenshots. I’d highly suggest trying one or both—I guarantee you’ll find it useful.

	Miro is a digital whiteboard tool that allows teams to brainstorm asynchronously. It gives you a clean slate that you can use as you see fit, with sticky notes, video embeds, images, flow charts, and more. You can use it just as you would use a physical whiteboard in your office!

	If you want to learn more about how to cut out distractions and noise, I’d suggest reading Indistractable: How to Control Your Attention and Choose Your Life by Nir Eyal. It’s a great read with plenty of actionable tips to spend more time in flow.



WHAT’S NEXT?

Email is an extremely valuable tool, but it has become one of the largest sources of wasted time and inefficiency in most people’s lives. That’s why we’re tackling it next with Inbox Zero: an inbox management system that will allow you to take back control of your inbox, making it work for you, not against you.
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External Communication


Think of every email you send as a pebble. To you, it may seem like a comically small thing—almost nonexistent in size and weight. But, to a recipient already holding hundreds of other people’s pebbles, receiving even one more tiny pebble is not without a cost.

—MERLIN MANN,

writer and speaker known as the Inbox Zero Guy




PROBLEM: Most people have had bad email habits for decades. They use it for the wrong purposes because they fail to see email for what it truly is: a to-do list that others can add to. This has caused the inbox to become an incessant—and hugely inefficient—nuisance in our daily lives.

SOLUTION: By learning simple time-saving tricks and implementing an email management system called Inbox Zero, they can spend less time in their inbox. Aligning on when to use email as a team will take this to the next level, with exponential results.



Email is an incredibly powerful tool. It lets you communicate with virtually anyone across the globe at a moment’s notice, and it truly revolutionized the way we do business and the way we communicate as a species. So . . . why does everyone seem to hate it?

For all the amazing value email provides us, it is one of the most dreaded tools in the modern workplace. It takes up too much of our time, keeps us tied to our job when we’re not supposed to be working, and never ends. Email creates a lot of digital “noise” in our lives that distracts us from the more important things. Plus, it’s not exactly fun.

I think we all know how much time email wastes in our own lives, but global research hammers home the magnitude of this issue. According to a study done by Carleton University that surveyed fifteen hundred people across six organizations, most people spent an average of one third of their time in the office on email. They proceeded to then spend half their day on email while working from home. Thirty percent of those emails were neither urgent nor important.

Another study by the Radicati Group estimated the number of business and consumer emails sent in 2021 to be around 320 billion. Their projections have this number climbing to 376 billion by 2025.3 That is 376 billion (with a b) emails sent per day. That same study also found that the average office worker receives 121 emails daily, almost 50 percent of which are spam.4

It’s difficult to imagine how it even got to this point. There was a time when email was used primarily for business or personal communication. The problem is that, like so many other business and communication innovations that have come before it, email eventually fell victim to the dark side of Metcalfe’s Law.

My prediction is that, over time, the concepts discussed here will become more mainstream and naturally cause a reduction in email. Just by sorting communication into the right tools and implementing a few best practices for email usage, we can all dramatically cut down the time we spend in our inbox. Jesus Bosque, a friend and client and the COO of TransForce, a tech-enabled marketplace for commercial truck drivers similar to Uber or Lyft, says, “Email may not become quite as irrelevant as a fax machine is today, but over time I believe it will represent a significantly lower market share of our communication.” I agree.

EMAIL: YOUR EXTERNAL TO-DO LIST

We all know what email is, how it works, and the purpose it serves. But there’s an important email concept that everyone must understand if they want to regain control of their inbox. I want you to forget everything you’ve ever heard about email and replace it with this simple definition:

Email is just an external to-do list that others can add to.

In its most basic form, email is a tool that lets other people add things to your plate without your consent. And regardless of whether an email actually has an action item for you in it, each email that comes into your inbox does take up a chunk of your precious time. Without the right restraints in place, other people can control your time through email. As such, it warrants some serious care and attention.

The first part of getting to Inbox Zero is to change your mindset around email. I often say that the best way to get to Inbox Zero is to get to Email Zero—which means limiting the number of emails that make it to your inbox in the first place. Part of this involves setting up your inbox with the right filters and settings to block irrelevant or unnecessary emails. Another part of it is organizing and separating your communication, to ensure that you’re using the right tool for the job and not relying on email for everything. But perhaps the most important part is shifting your thinking around when emails are necessary—and shifting the thinking of those around you.

What most people fail to realize is that email has a boomerang effect. When you send an email out, it will likely come back to you in some shape or form. It could be a simple “thank you,” an “agreed, let’s do that,” or a more in-depth conversation that results in even more emails. Some of these responses are warranted and some are largely unnecessary, but it’s important to be cognizant of the impact your emails have on others and yourself. The fewer emails you can send—either by not sending them at all or by communicating in another tool—the fewer emails you’ll receive in your inbox and the fewer items you’ll be adding to other people’s to-do lists.

Here are three types of communication that should not live in your email inbox. Removing these alone will drastically lower the amount of email you receive:


	Internal communication (which should go in an internal communication tool).

	Project- or task-related communication (which should go in a work management tool).

	Anything that can instead be discussed in an upcoming meeting (which should go in a meeting agenda).



As we dive deeper into communication, we’ll be explaining when, how, and why to separate each of these three types of communication. But for now, let’s get to Inbox Zero.


Email has a boomerang effect: the more emails you send, the more you’ll receive!



WHAT IS INBOX ZERO?

There’s been a lot of talk about this whole Inbox Zero thing but not a lot of explaining. So let’s take a minute to discuss it.

Inbox Zero is a method for managing your inbox that allows you to quickly and easily deal with every email that comes into your inbox. The idea is to not just read the emails sent to you but to process them and get them out of your inbox so there is quite literally nothing left on your screen. But don’t worry, while the end goal of Inbox Zero is to have no emails in your inbox, I’m not going to hold you to that. Ideally, we want to get your inbox to a place where there is nothing but actionable items in it. As long as there are less than twenty emails in your inbox, you’re good. Forcing you to keep a pristine inbox at every waking moment would defeat the purpose of what we’re trying to accomplish here. (We like to keep things flexible, remember?)

It’s important to note that Inbox Zero is very different from Unread Zero. A lot of people read all the emails they have in their inbox and think they’re at Inbox Zero—but they’re not. Even if you’ve read every email in your inbox, they’re still occupying your attention and using your brainpower.

An inbox full of emails you’ve already read means you’re scanning the same information over and over again. If you open up your email and you have no new messages, how much time do you think you’d spend looking at your inbox? You might think you’d spend no time at all, but the reality is that you are going to look at past emails and get distracted, even if it’s just for a few seconds—although chances are good you’ll be distracted longer than that.


Whether you realize it or not, you’re wasting valuable brainpower looking at a screen full of emails—even if they’ve already been marked as read.



Now, imagine you go to check your email and there’s nothing there—literally nothing. Your email inbox is completely empty. How much time would you spend looking at that blank screen? Well, there’s nothing to look at. So unless you enjoy looking at blank web pages, you’re probably not going to spend much time there.

That is why Inbox Zero is so valuable. It allows you to efficiently deal with all your emails, keep everything organized in one place, and remove virtually all the unnecessary distractions that email usually causes. Plus, when done correctly, nothing will ever get lost or fall through the cracks. As always, we optimize for the retrieval of information—and retrieving past emails with Inbox Zero is easier than ever.

Once implemented, Inbox Zero will turn your inbox into a short list of actionable items for you to work through each day. Email will become a productivity booster instead of a drain.

Inbox versus Archive

One of the core principles behind Inbox Zero is that you should be archiving emails after you’ve dealt with them. That means you don’t leave them in your inbox or delete them but instead send them to your email system’s archive. If you’re not familiar with the archive, think of this as a folder that holds all the emails you’ve already dealt with. This keeps irrelevant emails out of your inbox, but you’ll never truly lose them like you would if you were to delete them.

Dean Jackson, a highly acclaimed entrepreneur and marketer, often talks about separating what you need to do into “now” and “not now.” It’s an important distinction to make that applies to many things in life and is especially relevant with email. With email, your inbox holds information you need “now,” whereas your archive holds information you no longer need. You can still search for it and easily retrieve it at any time, but there’s no sense in keeping it in your inbox since it isn’t something you’ll be using in the foreseeable future. As we get into the mechanics of how to maintain Inbox Zero, you’ll also see how it’s possible to send certain emails to your archive and program them to reappear in your inbox when you need them.

With Inbox Zero, your inbox effectively becomes a to-do list. It only holds emails that you have to deal with because everything else gets sent to the archive. And don’t worry, you’re not likely to run out of space in your archive any time soon. Modern email tools come with enough cloud-based storage to hold literally hundreds of thousands of emails.


Most email tools have an “All Mail” category that contains all emails from both your inbox and your archive.



ACHIEVING INBOX ZERO

Getting to Inbox Zero for the first time involves three key steps (see figure 4).

First, we’re going to cut out the noise by reducing the quantity of emails coming into your inbox in the first place—plugging the leak in the sink, if you will. This will set you up with a stable environment where you can then implement some real change.

Next, we’ll rip the Band-Aid off by quickly dealing with all of the irrelevant and old emails currently in your inbox, which is far easier than it might sound. You won’t have to sort through them all manually, and you won’t lose them.

Last, I’ll teach you how to use the R.A.D. System (Reply, Archive, Defer) to work through the remaining emails in your inbox. This is the same system you’ll use to get to Inbox Zero when checking your email every day.

Step 1: Cut out the noise

It’s important to cut out any unnecessary noise from your inbox and get as close to Email Zero as possible. It would be silly to go through all of this effort getting to Inbox Zero if you still have to sort through hundreds of unnecessary emails every day.
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FIGURE 4

Part of this process, as mentioned previously, involves behavior change and critical thinking about whether emails are warranted or if they should be put into another communication tool.

The other part is literally filtering your inbox to show only relevant, important emails. We all know that spam is one of the largest contributors to a messy inbox, but simply enabling a spam filter isn’t enough. There are many types of spam emails that can easily bypass these folders, and there still may be a time where an email that is considered spam by some could be useful to you.

As such, we want to organize your inbox so that there is one place for your most important, relevant, actionable emails. An email from a coworker should always take priority over a marketing email from a clothing company—and with just a few simple changes, we can set up your inbox to filter the most important emails directly to you while leaving the less important ones for later.

Both Gmail and Outlook have options to create separate inboxes or categories where emails are automatically sorted into based on their content. Both of these tools use machine learning and artificial intelligence to quickly scan the content in an email and determine where it should go.

By simply looking through the filtering options in your settings you can divert unimportant emails from getting to your inbox in the first place. These will typically be stored in another inbox or a tab within your primary inbox if you ever need to look through them. Chances are, most of them aren’t going to require a response from you.



If you see an email that should have been caught by your email filter, flag it as such. These features use machine learning, so the more you do this, the better they get.



Step 2: Rip the Band-Aid off

Now that we’ve slowed the flow of emails into your inbox, we can start addressing what’s left. If you’re like most people, you probably have hundreds or thousands of emails in your inbox at this very moment. And regardless of how many of those emails are read or unread, we want to get most of them out of your inbox. But going through each individual email would kind of defeat the purpose of what we’re trying to do here.

So instead of going through them by hand, we’re just going to do a onetime reset and clear most of them out in one fell swoop. We call this Ripping the Band-Aid Off, and it involves archiving all emails from your inbox that are older than thirty days. There is virtually no reason you would ever need an email older than thirty days in your inbox. Chances are that those emails have already been dealt with or never needed any action from you in the first place. There’s no reason for them to be in your inbox.

And by archiving them, these emails are not gone forever. Rest assured, you’ll always be able to access them by using the search function in your email tool, so you can still find that PDF from a sales call two months ago as well as the receipt for that sweater you bought last week.

When I say this step is simple, I’m not kidding. All you need to do is select all the emails in your inbox older than thirty days and archive them. Once that is done, it’s time to celebrate. You’ve achieved Inbox Zero. Believe me when I say, it feels so good!


If you’re looking for more specific instructions on how to rip the Band-Aid off in your chosen email tool, we have in-depth guides for both Gmail and Outlook on comeupforair.com.



Step 3: The R.A.D. System

The R.A.D. System is what you’ll be using on a daily basis to clear out your inbox and maintain Inbox Zero. In this case, you’re going to use it to process through all the emails remaining in your inbox and achieve Inbox Zero for the first time. R.A.D. stands for Reply, Archive, or Defer—which are the three actions you can take when an email comes into your inbox.


HOW TO USE THE R.A.D. SYSTEM

Reply

This is as simple as it sounds. If an email is in your inbox that warrants a quick reply, reply to it! Once you’ve replied to the email, you’ll want to archive it as that email has been dealt with and no longer needs to be sitting in your inbox.

Archive

Archive all emails that have already been dealt with, are irrelevant, or don’t warrant a response from you. Remember that we only want actionable items in our inbox, so anything that doesn’t require action from you should be archived. (An actionable item means something you need to either read or respond to.)

Defer

When an email is not relevant to you now or you don’t have time to reply to it in the moment, you can defer it by “snoozing” it. This means it will disappear from your inbox and reappear at a specified date and time. This can be useful if you’re particularly busy one day and would rather respond to a low-priority email on a day when you won’t be as busy. You can also snooze important emails you’ve sent to a future date so they will reappear in your inbox if not replied to, prompting you to follow up. Just be careful—you’ll still have to deal with snoozed emails eventually. Be cognizant of deferring too much to one day; try to load balance your emails as much as possible.



The R.A.D. System outlines the three possible actions you can take with any email that is in your inbox. If you’re following along and getting to Inbox Zero for the first time, you’ll want to work through all the remaining emails in your inbox using this system. The goal is to reply, archive, or defer until there is nothing left, or until just a few actionable emails remain (which you will deal with in the near future).


Knowing how to reply, archive, and defer will serve you well outside email. The R.A.D. System typically works for any tool that involves communication or notifications.



After achieving Inbox Zero for the first time, you’ve effectively fixed the sink—you’ve slowed the flow of incoming emails and developed a system to work through remaining emails quickly. After this initial setup, you’ll then use the R.A.D. System to work through the emails in your inbox every day. How often you check email is up to you, but you’ll likely find that Inbox Zero allows you to check your email less frequently and spend less time on email. There will be fewer emails coming into your inbox, and when you do see an email, you know there are only three simple actions you can take.

Losing Emails

One primary concern people have with implementing Inbox Zero is that things will get lost, and it’s a reasonable consideration. Right now, you know that you can find all your important emails either in your inbox or stored within certain folders.

If you’re feeling this way, I can tell you that we’ve helped literally thousands of people get to Inbox Zero, and the result is that people actually miss significantly fewer emails with it. This system forces you to work through every email in your inbox, whereas leaving emails unread (and thinking you’ll deal with them later) tends to result in more emails falling through the cracks. Not only are you saving time by efficiently working through your inbox, but you’re also avoiding the hassle and wasted time of searching for old emails and dealing with them later.

This stuff has real, tangible benefits. Many of our clients have seen an increase in revenue just by getting their team to Inbox Zero as they’re able to prioritize their most important emails and respond to prospects or secure contracts faster than their competition. Sometimes they even find golden opportunities sitting in their inbox that would have been glanced over and forgotten without Inbox Zero. And that’s not even taking into account the newfound time they have to dedicate toward revenue-generating activities.


Want to see how I get to Inbox Zero every day? You can find my full step-by-step process on comeupforair.com.



A Note on Folders

I see folders as one of the most misunderstood features in email. When we help people get to Inbox Zero, we often find dozens of folders for all sorts of things. They may have a folder for every person they work with or folders for certain time periods. The idea with Inbox Zero is that nearly any email can be easily found with the search function. That’s because the search function will find emails in both your inbox and your archive, so nothing will ever be truly “lost.”

Folders are a touchy subject. Some people believe you should have no folders whatsoever while others see value in having a ton of folders. My view is simple: if a folder can help you retrieve information faster than the search function, go ahead and use it.

A travel folder, for example, can help you retrieve travel-related information quickly as it might be difficult to remember what hotel or airline you selected. A folder for an individual person, on the other hand, doesn’t make sense as you can easily retrieve those emails by using the search function.

Shared Email Addresses

One major benefit to Inbox Zero is that it can be especially helpful for monitoring shared company email inboxes. Most organizations have some shared email addresses, like “hiring@yourcompany.com” as they’re a great way to pool similar emails in one area that may apply to multiple people. There are some great benefits to using shared emails when possible, as it can be very efficient to have multiple people working through a shared inbox at different times throughout the day. In public-facing situations like customer service or recruiting, public-facing email addresses also don’t have to be updated if someone leaves or changes roles.

But the problem with shared inboxes is that it can be difficult to understand who has taken care of which emails. Without Inbox Zero, everyone has to spend time sorting through emails to see whether they’ve actually been dealt with or not. But if everyone is practicing Inbox Zero, this becomes a nonissue as the inbox will only ever contain emails that haven’t been dealt with. When implemented across a team, this can be a great way to efficiently divide and conquer shared email inboxes.

Sending Later

One email feature that I think many people underutilize (or are unaware of) is the “send later” feature. Most modern email platforms will allow you to schedule emails to send at a certain time in the future. This may seem like a minor thing, but it actually has some far-reaching implications.

Sending later can help to reduce the boomerang effect in your immediate future. If you have a lot of email to get through on Monday, scheduling an email to send on Wednesday means you’re guaranteed to not receive a response until then.

It can also reduce the chance of emails getting missed. If you have an important email to send to a client, sending it at the end of the day on Friday means it will likely be buried in their inbox come Monday morning. Instead, you could schedule the email to send early Tuesday morning and it will likely be one of the first things they see when they open their inbox that day.

There are plenty of other use-cases where this can be useful, like sending an email to someone after they get back from vacation.

Always keep in mind that sending later is more about boosting your own efficiency. It can have ramifications on whomever you’re communicating with and should be used only in situations where a delayed response won’t cause problems.

A NOTE FOR LEADERS

Inbox Zero is typically seen as a personal choice that people can take to spend less time on email, but for our purposes, we’re most interested in implementing it across an entire team. Getting people to change their email habits is difficult as most people have been using it the same way their entire lives, and sometimes business leaders find it challenging to get their entire team to adopt this new practice.

As a leader, the best way to get your team to adopt Inbox Zero is to simply practice it yourself. In our experience, the best way to foster adoption among a team by far is from the top down. If leaders aren’t willing to change the way they work, no one will.

But really, optimizing email usage goes beyond just teaching Inbox Zero—what’s even more important is reframing email culture with your team. At most organizations, people are expected to respond to emails within minutes or hours. I’ve even heard stories of employees receiving frantic phone calls from their boss because they didn’t respond to an email within just a few minutes. If this is the normal way of operating, then implementing Inbox Zero isn’t going to provide many significant benefits.

For this to work, leaders need to take a step back and look at how their team is using email. People can’t be expected to reply to emails immediately—quite the opposite, in fact, as someone living in their inbox is surely being less productive in other, more important areas of their role. Instead, teams should be encouraged to check their inbox a few times per day (although some roles, like salespeople, may need to check more frequently).

Team members should also feel comfortable pointing out situations where messages should be taken out of email and put into another tool, or when someone is sending an unnecessary email or cc’ing unnecessary people. Over time, these small reminders will help everyone correct inefficient habits.

Another tactic we use at Leverage is a quarterly check-in with an efficiency consultant. Everyone at Leverage, regardless of their role, has a quarterly one-on-one meeting with an efficiency consultant who simply takes a quick look through their tools (Gmail, Asana, Slack, and so on) to see how they’re using them and whether they’re actually practicing what we preach. Think of it like a personal trainer for efficiency. This is not to micromanage or punish people who are doing a bad job; it’s more a chance for our consultants to give the team some guidance and make sure people are using our tools efficiently. I realize most companies don’t have efficiency consultants, but it could be worth appointing a tech-savvy individual to lead a quarterly or yearly systems check-in with your team. Inbox Zero is a perfect place to start.


At Leverage, we now list Inbox Zero as a requirement on our job descriptions. Don’t be afraid to do the same! There are plenty of people out there who are already in the know, and this ensures that new hires will already be on the same page.



CASE STUDY: LINEDRIVE

In early 2021, I gave a talk at the COO Alliance, an organization designed to help seconds in command improve their skills and grow their companies. The group was founded by Cameron Herold, a highly acclaimed consultant and author who helped build two $100 million companies by the age of forty-two.5

I spoke about my CPR Framework and the value of operational efficiency in general, and afterward, I met the COO of LineDrive, a company that helps industrial facilities improve their safety and productivity through facility assessments, training programs, and cost-reduction analyses. Things were going well for them—they were doubling or tripling every five years or so—but, like so many companies, they had let their operations fall behind as they were almost entirely focused on growth. Their COO saw the need to change that.

LineDrive was (and still is) already ahead of many of their competitors in terms of technology. They had a customer relationship management tool (CRM), they had just implemented Microsoft Teams, and they had a fairly tech-savvy team. But they knew they could be doing better. With all the growth they’d experienced, it only made sense to reinvest some of that revenue into cleaning up their operations. They saw that improving their efficiency would not only make their lives easier but set them up for even more growth in the future.

We conducted an initial assessment (we call it a Business Roadmap) to gauge where they were, and like many companies we work with, Inbox Zero was the logical place to start. They knew that changing the behavior of their sixty-five-member team would be difficult and liked the idea of starting with email because it was simple and would provide a quick win.

The problem itself was highly visible. At the time, their team was communicating (both with each other and with clients) in many different ways. Some people were texting, some people were using email, and some people were using their newest tool, Microsoft Teams. There was no standard operating procedure for when to use which or how to use them in the best ways. Worst of all, people were drowning in work, and many of them were spending one to two hours before or after work clearing out their inbox to “catch up.”

We started by training their leadership team on how to get to Inbox Zero and maintain it using the R.A.D. System. Over a group Zoom call, this only took a few hours. Then we held the same training with their department heads, and later, their sales team of forty-five people. Working in this top-down approach is key. In general, we’ve found that people are more willing to change the way they work if their superiors have already changed the way they work. When managers bring new concepts to their teams having already tried them out and experienced the benefits for themselves, they’re able to convey the value much better than an outsider ever could, spurring greater adoption.

Within only a few weeks, we had trained their entire team on how to achieve and maintain Inbox Zero. In talking to their COO after the fact, he recalled the process as being fairly easy. There were some people who were harder to bring along, as you’d expect, but it didn’t take long to get everyone on board. He shared that once people had visually cleared their inbox, they immediately saw the benefit and were motivated to continue getting to Inbox Zero every day. They went from having to live in their inbox to knowing that, once it was clear, they could close it out and get on with other work.

They estimated that adopting Inbox Zero alone saved their team an average of one full business day per week. To put that into perspective, that’s the equivalent of 3,250 cumulative workdays saved per year across their sixty-five-person team. If you were to consider their average hourly rate of $50 and an eight-hour workday, that equates to $1.3 million in annual savings for the company. And that’s not even accounting for how that time could be reinvested or how their quick response times generated more sales.


“We probably gave everybody somewhere in the neighborhood of two to three hours of their day back. Just because they’re checking their email less frequently and they’re not living out of their inbox.”

—COO OF LINEDRIVE



So, what did they do with that newfound time? Well, for one thing, everyone who was previously spending their free time before or after work on email no longer had to do that. They could spend that time doing whatever they’d like, and it helped to alleviate the feeling that work was never ending. The LineDrive team found that they could now invest time into their own personal development—something they all wanted to do but couldn’t get to as everyone was too busy. Socially, they started hosting weekly yoga classes and sharing recipes with each other. They were able to devote time to team bonding activities and strengthen their culture.

From a business perspective, LineDrive’s salespeople were able to dedicate more time to onboarding new clients and managing accounts, which tended to be low on their list of priorities. Previously, it was common to use Friday as a “catch-up day” for paperwork and follow-ups after sales calls had ended for the week. With a more efficient workweek, the sales team was now able to balance both converting new clients and all the administrative work involved in onboarding them, which produced more consistent results and fewer mistakes.

And implementing Inbox Zero as a first step exposed the benefits of operational efficiency to the wider team. As such, it made future behavior change easier, so much so that the COO even said his team now “salivates” at the idea of a new tool or concept that will improve the way they work (his word, not mine). They’ve now adopted many other tools and concepts from the CPR Framework.

This is, to be fully transparent, a near-best-case scenario for implementing Inbox Zero. I’m not going to tell you that every person is guaranteed to get back one day per week, because that’s simply not true. It does happen, though, and LineDrive was a very real example. But you can see how even a small improvement in email usage can result in exponential time savings across an entire team—and why starting with a pain point that affects everyone (like email) is a great way to affect efficiency and prove that there are effective ways for teams to come up for air and stop drowning in work.

THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Email is just an external to-do list that others can add to.

	Email has a boomerang effect: the more emails you send, the more you’ll receive.

	There are three actions you can take when an email comes into your inbox: Reply, Archive, or Defer.



PRO TIPS


	For a more consolidated inbox, try using Conversation View in both Gmail and Outlook. This is a handy feature that arranges your messages into a thread in chronological order, with the newest message on top and previous messages hidden below.

	Turn all email notifications off. Desktop notifications for email completely defeat the point of email, as they let email control and distract you.

	Use keyboard shortcuts. It might seem insignificant, but using simple keyboard shortcuts to archive emails or handle other functions within your inbox can save time over long periods. If you receive a hundred emails per day and can save two seconds on each one by using a keyboard shortcut, that equates to almost two extra workdays per year just from using a keyboard shortcut.

	The search function in your email tool should allow you to find nearly any email you might need at the drop of a hat, regardless of whether it’s in your inbox or your archive. Searching for the sender and including a few relevant keywords will typically allow you to find the email in just a few seconds.

	Don’t be afraid of running out of space in your archive. Modern email tools come with enough cloud-based storage to hold literally hundreds of thousands of emails. You really shouldn’t be worried about your archive filling up.
If you do find yourself running low on space, the best way to free up more is to sort your archived emails by attachment size. Delete a handful of the largest attachments you don’t need, and then you’ll be all set for another few years of archiving.




WHAT’S NEXT?

We’ve cleaned up your email inbox and optimized the way you communicate with people outside your organization. But what about communicating with your team? For that, we need to use an internal communication tool. But, as always, we need to set it up and use it in the right way—which is exactly what we’ll be doing in the next chapter.
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Internal Communication


We sometimes say Slack is like a nervous system, connective tissue, or the internal network.

—STEWART BUTTERFIELD,

founder and CEO of Slack




PROBLEM: Teams need to communicate internally, yet much of this is done through email and text messages, which are not built for this purpose. The result is a disorganized communication system in which conversations become siloed and information is difficult to retrieve.

SOLUTION: Implementing an internal communication system allows teams to create a central command center where communication is organized by topic, communicating is fun, and conversations are focused and flow just as naturally as they would in person.



In the spring of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic changed the global workforce in a way that many could not have foreseen. Never before has the way we work changed so drastically and so quickly, with entire businesses transitioning to remote work practically overnight. Within just a few weeks, 44 percent of US employees were working from home, up from just 17 percent before the pandemic.

Whether you welcomed the change or not, there was one simple reality that every remote team had to live with: with remote work comes a whole new set of tools, a new mindset, and a new way of operating. One of the most widely spread changes was the adoption of internal communication tools (or platforms) like Slack, Microsoft Teams, and Zoom.

Organizations quickly realized that communicating entirely via email was not going to work in a remote environment, and the use of these “new” internal communication tools—which were not really new, and which many remote employees had been using and singing the praises of for years—proliferated quickly. Everyone from small “mom and pop” businesses to major corporations were set up on new internal communication tools within days or weeks of the lockdowns.

Remote work in some shape or form has now become ubiquitous. But as far as I’m concerned, the COVID-19 pandemic simply accelerated the inevitable by a few years. This was always the future of work, and we’re now living in it. There are clear benefits to remote work, from being able to hire talent around the world to eliminating commute times, but this is not a book about remote work.

The reality is that the internal communication platforms that most organizations adopted in 2020 out of necessity should have been adopted much earlier. Trying to manage a team through emails and text messages is not a viable solution. These tools are the key to creating an efficient communication system in any organization, whether fully remote, fully in-person, or somewhere in between. But as we know, it’s not the tools themselves that make the difference; it’s how you use them.

In this chapter, we’re going to discuss why internal communication tools are so important, the benefits they provide, and how to set them up correctly so you and your team can make them work for you. You’ll see why these tools must now be an integral part of every business and how to avoid some of the simple mistakes that new users often stumble into when adopting them.

WHAT’S THE BIG DEAL?

So what’s the big deal about these internal communication platforms? Well, whether you want to set your team up for remote work or simply communicate more efficiently, an internal communication tool is a necessary part of your tech stack. At a high level, they provide a few key benefits:


	Conversations are organized by topic and team.

	Third-party integrations reduce distractions and context switching.

	Conversation histories allow anyone to easily get up to speed.



For both remote and in-person teams, these tools provide a quick, painless, organized, and streamlined way to communicate with one another. Streamlining internal communication can, in turn, boost team productivity and culture.

But it does prompt the question: Why not just use email to communicate? And why are two softwares better than one?

The main problem with email is that conversations can easily get lost. Email conversations can be difficult to find because messages are organized by date instead of by topic. It’s difficult to bring a new employee into a previous conversation, and it’s impossible to remove people from past conversations. This makes it difficult to bring new people up to speed and remove others from sensitive information that may no longer be relevant to them.

Internal communication tools, on the other hand, provide a level of organization that simply cannot be replicated with email. This makes it easier to reference past messages and has the added benefit of reducing notifications from messages that don’t apply to you.

They can improve culture by making it more fun, easy, and stress free to communicate with one another. There’s no need to spend five minutes crafting and reviewing every message you send, like you would with email, as messages can be edited in post. Emojis, GIFs, and images make communicating more fun, personal, and lifelike.

When adding new team members to the mix, they can quickly get up to speed by reviewing channels and past conversations from before they joined. If this communication was all stored in email accounts, just imagine how many emails you’d have to find, sort, and forward to give that new person the context they need.

But all of these benefits don’t just magically happen when you install Slack or Microsoft Teams. These benefits are only realized when teams understand when and how to use these tools. Alignment is key. If a few people on your team are using these tools in their own unique ways, it can affect everyone else’s productivity. But when everyone is aligned on when to communicate where, it becomes very simple not only to communicate with your team but to retrieve past messages and information when you need them.

The good news is that this stuff is not rocket science. Far from it, in fact. So let’s dive into how these internal communication tools work and how you can set yours up for success, regardless of which specific tool you’re using.

WHEN TO USE YOUR WALKIE-TALKIE

The actual mechanics of using an internal communication platform are fairly simple. The most difficult part of implementing these tools is agreeing on when to use them with your team. With so many other ways to communicate, everyone will have their own thoughts on when to use each tool. But that would serve only to further worsen the Scavenger Hunt.

The main thing to understand here is when to use one of these tools instead of a work management tool. We’ll discuss this from the side of a work management tool in later chapters, but for now we can just think of it in terms of our camping-in-the-forest analogy.

This tool is your walkie-talkie. If you think about an actual walkie-talkie, there’s only so much you can do with it. It’s not great for assigning a deadline to someone, for example, as they’re likely to forget what you’ve told them. It’s also not great for creating or completing a to-do list. Ultimately, internal communication platforms are not designed for managing getting work done.

They are, however, great for having conversations. Any type of ongoing communication that involves multiple people, for example, is well suited for a channel within an internal communication tool. They’re good for brainstorming, weighing decisions, and making company announcements. For remote teams, they’re also great for replacing the classic “water cooler” chitchat that is so often missed.


At Leverage, we actually have a channel called #water-cooler that is used for general chitchat. It’s a great way to stay connected.



At a high level, internal communication tools are for conversations and announcements, while work management tools are for getting work done. Here are a few examples:








	INTERNAL COMMUNICATION TOOLS




	Conversations

	Brainstorming

Company and team announcements

Chitchat




	WORK MANAGEMENT TOOLS




	Getting Work Done

	Action items

Project and portfolio updates

Messages that facilitate work being done now or in the future







That’s not to say that you can’t talk about work in an internal communication tool. It’s actually the perfect place to brainstorm ideas for a project or ask your team about a key decision that needs to be made. When things are unclarified or there is no clear action item, an internal communication tool can be used to find clarity.

Once work becomes more clarified and actionable, the relevant information should then be moved into a work management tool. I realize this may feel ambiguous, so let’s take a look at an example of how this works in practice. I think you’ll see exactly what I mean, and why this is important.

Example: Using Slack for a holiday promotion

Imagine you’re leading a marketing team, and you need to come up with a promotion to run during the holiday season, which is coming up in a few months. Before you make any decisions, you want to have a brainstorming session with your team to get some ideas.

So you create a new Slack channel called “Holiday-Promotion-2023” and add your marketing team to it to brainstorm ideas. Over the next week or so, you all use this channel to ideate around campaign strategies and which products to promote. People throw out ideas and respond with feedback on their own time. You have some great conversations with your team about what worked well in the past and what didn’t work so well. You even hear some great ideas you’d never considered!

As the week progresses, you start to refine your concept for the promotion. You gather the most popular, feasible ideas in a list. You do a quick poll of the ideas, asking people to leave a corresponding emoji for the idea they prefer. Eventually, you schedule a meeting to clarify exactly which option you’ll choose and what needs to happen next.

At that meeting, everyone’s already on the same page. You all align on the product you’ll promote and the strategy behind it. As you make these clarifications, a list of what needs to happen next starts to formulate. That list gets added to a new project in your work management tool for the holiday promotion, and soon there are a dozen tasks assigned to various people on your team with due dates. A timeline forms.

As people have questions or further ideas, they’re first brought up in the Slack channel. Once they are clarified and turned into action items, they’re transferred into your work management tool and assigned to the right person with a deadline.

Two weeks before the holiday, everything is set to launch the promotion on time. Most of the work is already done, and everyone knows what they need to do (and by when) for a successful launch. What started out as a brainstorming session has turned into a project, which turned into a series of small tasks, which created a successful holiday promotion. Once the promotion is over, the Slack channel can be archived, and the next project can be prioritized.


Just like email, these tools typically have an archive feature for removing past conversations without deleting them.



You can see how Slack is useful for brainstorming and holding the conversations that happen before work truly starts. But once the work is clarified, it only makes sense to add it to a work management tool where it can be broken down into individual tasks within a larger project, assigned to the right person, and given a due date. This ensures that the work actually gets done and helps you, as the team leader, keep track of everyone’s progress.

GETTING ORGANIZED


Let’s take a look at how internal communication tools are typically organized. In most, you’ll find a simple hierarchy:


	Channels that house people related to specific departments or topics.

	Direct messages that are used for one-on-one or small-group conversations.



The beauty of this system is that it makes it very clear where to communicate. If a message is related to a certain topic, it goes in that topic’s channel. Otherwise, it goes in a direct message.


Channels can be joined retroactively, but direct messages typically cannot.



The strategy behind when and how to use each of these organizational layers is slightly more complicated than that, though, and it’s worth taking the time to dissect it up front. With this understanding, you’ll be able to set up the tool right the first time. (And, if everyone else on your team reads this book, you’ll all be aligned on when and how to use it.)

Channels are typically used to store conversations around a certain topic or project. They can be used for ongoing work or one-off situations, in which case the channel is created, used, and then archived when no longer necessary (meaning those past communications can still be referenced but the channel is no longer active).

We just saw how a marketing team might have a channel for a holiday promotion. But that is likely just one of many marketing channels they’d have. They’d likely have a general marketing channel for the entire team to have miscellaneous marketing-related conversations. They may also have more specific marketing channels, like one for social media, content production, or advertising. Some of these channels might be temporary (like the holiday promotion channel) while others (like the social media channel) are more permanent.

You can see how this would be helpful for both daily work and adding new people to the team. A new member of the social media team, for example, might introduce themselves to the entire company in the water-cooler channel. They could then get to know their marketing team members in the marketing channel and get caught up on what’s been happening with social media in the social media channel. These tools function just like a virtual office, just optimized for the retrieval of information.

A finance team may have channels for budgets, accounts payable, and accounts receivable—among others. These channels would include only people relevant to those topics, and they would house all conversations related to each topic. So when an accountant has a question about a budget, they can post it in the budgets channel within the finance team.

But before you start creating channels willy-nilly, let’s cover some important ground rules.

THE GROUND RULES

For an internal communication platform to function effectively, there needs to be a strategy behind when and how channels are made—otherwise you’ll only worsen the Scavenger Hunt instead of making it better.

One consideration is whether channels should be made public (anyone in your organization can see and join them) or private (users have to be invited to them). You can have a mix of both private and public channels, but it’s worth considering which should be the default. There’s some debate around which is best, but in general, I recommend defaulting to private channels. This is because public channels create two problems: if sensitive information is shared anyone can see it, and people end up joining more channels than they should, creating unnecessary distractions for themselves.

There is, however, a case to be made for defaulting to public channels. Brian Elliott, the executive leader of Future Forum and senior vice president at Slack, prefers defaulting to public channels because it makes the search function much more functional and promotes more of a culture of transparency. With private channels, the search function will show you only results from channels you’ve been invited to, whereas if everything is public, you’ll see results from channels you might otherwise have missed. If you’re planning on implementing the entire CPR Framework, this issue is largely negated by the use of a knowledge base to hold company information, but it’s still a valid use case for public channels—especially for companies that struggle to keep their knowledge base updated or don’t yet have one.

Public channels are also said to provide greater transparency and foster a more open company culture, although this isn’t quite as true as it might sound. You still have to search for individual channels and join them, so unless you’re constantly looking through your team’s list of channels and joining new ones, you’re probably not going to experience any major difference in transparency. Ultimately, this is a decision each team will need to make for themselves.

Here are some other simple ground rules that everyone should keep in mind when setting up channels within their internal communication tool:


	Get aligned. It’s important to align as a team on which channels should exist. The last thing you want to do is create so many channels that it becomes difficult to remember where your conversations live, or inadvertently create duplicate channels. If you have a social-media-marketing channel and a marketing-social-media channel, how would you know which one to use? Consider meeting with managers and department heads to understand which channels should be made and how they should be named.

	Think twice about permissions. Typically, individuals should be free to create channels as long as they understand the guidelines around channel creation. But it’s worth restricting who can create both private and public channels, as things can quickly become chaotic and disorganized due to duplicate or unnecessary channels.

	Provide a description. Most tools will allow you to create a description for each channel. Channels should have a clear purpose, and that needs to be conveyed in the description. This way, everyone understands the purpose of each one and where to put each type of communication.

	Departments and teams should have their own channels. The underlying principle should be to set channels up in a way that reflects your company’s organization chart. If, like many companies, you have a finance, client success, and human resources department, then you should have corresponding channels for each.

	Use a naming convention. Keep channels organized and optimized for the retrieval of information by implementing a naming convention. I recommend something simple, like the department followed by topic: Finance-Payroll, Finance-Bookkeeping, Finance-Failed-Payments.



CHANNELS: WHEN, WHY, AND HOW

So we’ve established that there are various levels of organization within internal communication tools and ground rules for setting them up. So when should you use each?

Generally speaking, most communication in these tools should live within channels. That’s because channels provide a logical, streamlined place to store topic-related conversations. This makes it easier to retrieve information, as there’s a clear record of what’s been said related to the topic at hand.

With these benefits in mind, you can start to see what type of communication should live in channels:


	Messages related to a certain topic should go in the channel related to that topic.

	Messages that may need to be referred back to at some point—either by you or someone else on your team—should also go in a channel.

	And messages that people in the future (especially new hires) could benefit from should live in a channel.



In short, any communication related to an ongoing topic should be in a channel. Even if the topic involves only two people, it would still make sense to create a channel for it. What if you want to pull someone into the conversation six months later? If it’s in a channel, you can do that with one click. If it’s in a direct message, you can’t.

Direct and group messages are fine for private conversations or one-off conversations with a small group, but it’s best to use them sparingly. Just be aware that these conversations can easily get lost, and you’ll have a tough time adding new people to the mix. One mistake that organizations make when adopting these tools is relying too heavily on direct messages and group messages. When using channels, it’s also important to consider a few best practices to keep conversations organized and limit distractions for your coworkers.


	Be aware of the impact of @channel references. @Mentioning the entire channel will send everyone a notification. That’s fine if it’s an important message, but consider the impact it has. You probably wouldn’t hit “reply all” to an email sent to your entire company, and the same principle applies here.

	Use threads to organize conversations within channels. Threads allows you to reply specifically to a message without cluttering up the channel’s main conversation. This is great for breakout conversations with just a subset of the people on the channel, as only the relevant people will be notified when a new message is added to the thread.

	Use emojis to acknowledge messages. If you want to let someone know you’ve seen and understood their message, just leave an emoji! This is better than cluttering up a channel with low-value messages like “okay” and “thanks.”



Before we go further, let’s take a look at why this stuff matters. Setting up an internal communication platform right from the beginning and training your team on how to best use it can provide some serious time savings that quickly equate to cost savings. Just look at this example when fixing a few simple mistakes in Slack helped one company save over ten million dollars.


@Mentioning (also known as “tagging”) is a feature found in many tools that allows you to mention a person by typing @ followed by their name. This will typically send them a notification that they’ve been mentioned. In internal communication tools, you can also @mention entire channels to notify everyone of important messages.



CASE STUDY: $12.5 MILLION WASTED

In 2018, I was brought in to consult for a fast-growing blockchain technology company. At the time, they had around a thousand employees.

I was brought in to improve the efficiency of their human resources department, but when I first looked into their Slack workspace I saw some problems. Although they had been using it for some time and their team was well versed in its features, they had never taken the time to sit down and think about how to best use this tool. The problem was that Slack had become a massive source of distraction for everyone at the organization, turning this fantastic tool into a productivity drain as people were constantly distracted by the constant pings and dings throughout the day.

The first thing I noticed was that they had hundreds of channels covering all kinds of topics. This was their first problem. There’s nothing wrong with having a lot of channels if those channels all serve a valid purpose, but in this case, many of the channels were duplicates or focused on similar topics that could be combined into one. For example, they had three yoga channels (yoga-1, yoga-2, and yoga-3). I’m all for having a yoga channel to chat with your yogi coworkers, but you don’t need three channels to do it. Like many of their other duplicate channels, these were created because no one had taken the time to search for a yoga channel before creating one.

This yoga example was pretty tame, but there were other business-oriented duplicate channels that caused some problems. People were missing out on important updates because they were in one channel (but not both), which also made it extremely difficult to find past messages, as you had to figure out which of the duplicate channels things might live in.

Step 1

The first part of the solution was to remove and combine all of those duplicate channels. In some cases, that meant adding a summary of what was in the duplicate channel to the original channel so that critical information wasn’t lost. This alone eliminated dozens of channels, making it easier to retrieve information and cutting back on unnecessary notifications.

Step 2

The second part of the solution was to make the vast majority of their channels private and select who should be in each. When I was first granted access to their Slack workspace, I was shocked at not only how many channels they had but how many people were in each channel! Most of their channels were public, and every channel had practically the entire company in it. They had hundreds of channels with hundreds of people in each. That means every time a message was posted in each of those channels, hundreds of people would get a notification. That’s not very efficient.

Step 3


The third part of the solution was to shift their behavior and cut down on the use of @channel or @mentions. In Slack (and most other internal communication platforms), when you mention someone with @ it will send them a notification. When you use @channel, it will send a notification to everyone in the channel. This is a great feature to alert people of important messages they need to see, but this power should not be taken lightly. Too many unnecessary @mentions can result in endless distractions, and that’s exactly what was happening here.

Using an @mention was the default behavior when sending out a message, and no one considered the impact this might be having on their coworkers. I remember one particularly egregious example when someone was asking to be let into their office building after being inadvertently locked out. The problem was they sent it to a channel with a thousand people and used an @channel mention. With that one message, they sent a notification to a thousand people, many of whom were in entirely different cities! If you think about this in terms of email, that would be like replying-all to an email with one thousand people—something that most of us have nightmares about.

This type of thing was happening constantly, across hundreds of channels, every day. The result was a virtually never-ending stream of notifications that distracted everyone at the organization, wasting their time and preventing them from getting meaningful work done throughout the day. When you attach a monetary value to this wasted time, the results are shocking.

The Results


We estimated that the one thousand people were receiving, on average, sixty irrelevant notifications per day. Assuming each notification wastes around one minute of someone’s time, that means each person was wasting about an hour per day for no good reason. And really, that’s being conservative—we already know that it takes an average of twenty-three minutes to get back into a flow state after a distraction. If we assume an average hourly rate of $50, that comes out to $50,000 wasted per day or $12.5 million annually.


60 notifications × 1 minute = 1 hour/day

1 hr/day × $50/hr × 1,000 employees = $50,000/day

$50,000/day × 250 working days/year = $12,500,000/year



This is the type of time and financial savings that organizations stand to gain by improving the way they use internal communication tools. And there’s also a cultural benefit—after implementing a few changes, their team loved the fact that they no longer had to “live” in Slack and see the little red notification number increase throughout the day. They could relax and spend more time on work that matters—which also translated to fewer deadlines missed, less stress, and a less chaotic work environment.

And to be clear, this was not an isolated incident. We find that most companies we work with have put little thought into the setup and use of their internal communication platform, and the result is that it simply adds more noise to their lives, defeating the entire purpose of the tool.

THE CENTRAL COMMAND CENTER

All we’ve talked about until this point is messaging. That’s what internal communication platforms are for, right? They let you communicate with your team.

Well, that’s not exactly correct. I know I’ve referred to internal communication tools as walkie-talkies for simplicity’s sake, but these tools are actually capable of much more than just sending and receiving messages. Apps and integrations open up endless possibilities, and they’re the key to turning your internal communication platform into a central command center where critical notifications and updates are right at your fingertips.

Integrations allow you to connect other tools to your internal communication tool, pushing or pulling information as needed and streamlining workflows by cutting out the middleman. Within both Microsoft Teams and Slack, there are hundreds of apps, add-ons, and integrations from other software companies that you can install directly into your tool. I’d bet that most of the tools you currently use can be easily integrated with your chosen internal communication tool. And if they don’t, I have a solution for that—but that’s coming a bit later.

Time-Saving Integrations

Connecting other tools to your internal communication platform can be incredibly useful because it limits context switching and, in some cases, allows you to cut a tool out of your workflow by working “in” the tool through your internal communication platform. Zoom is a great example.

If you add the Zoom integration to your Slack workspace, you can then use it to instantly create Zoom meetings. Just type /zoom to generate a unique Zoom link on demand. If you need to have an ad hoc meeting with someone, there’s no need to open Zoom, send an invite, or copy a link. You just type /zoom and it’s done. You don’t even need to have Zoom open on your computer, as it will automatically start when you click the generated link. It’s just a few less clicks, but as I always say, true productivity is the sum of many small wins.


At the time of writing, both Slack and Microsoft Teams also have audio meetings built into the tools themselves! So you can start an audio call within a direct message or channel without even leaving the tool.



These integrations can also help you stay up to date on what’s happening in other tools without needing to manually check them. A sales manager, for example, may want to know how many deals her team is closing throughout the day. As a result, she may check the company CRM a few times per day for this. Checking the CRM takes a few minutes, and it also means she’s switching context and getting out of flow.

Alternatively, the sales manager could integrate the CRM with her internal communication tool and receive an automated message whenever a new deal is closed, with all the relevant information. Now, she doesn’t need to be checking the CRM for closed deals throughout the day and can instead focus on important work, then get up to date with closed deals every time she checks her internal communication tool.

Culture-Building Integrations

On a lighter note, some integrations can make your internal communication platform a bit more fun and personal. Apps like Giphy in Slack allow you to add funny GIFs to your messages. Instead of typing “good job,” you can type, “/giphy good job,” and a funny GIF will be added to the message. This might sound silly, but it’s one of their most popular integrations and makes things a bit more fun and lighthearted.

Another app that we have used at Leverage for team building is called Donut, which pairs you with a random team member once per week to spark a quick conversation get to know each other. This simple tool is incredibly helpful for team building, as some people may never interact with some of their coworkers otherwise. You can also integrate employee experience platforms like Culture Amp or Lattice to give kudos to people.

The last few examples may sound trivial, but they keep the mood light and can improve company culture. Recognition is particularly important. My friend and business mentor, Chip Conley, wrote a fascinating book called Peak that relates the importance of employee recognition to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, a psychological principle that explains the five levels of human needs that inspire and motivate us.1 To make a long story short, jobs fulfill the basic needs of human beings by providing the funds we need to live, but they can (and should) also provide much more. One way to create happier, more fulfilled employees who love their jobs is to give them more recognition for their accomplishments. Conley has developed this concept further into his PEAK Method, which helped him grow his business, Joie de Vivre Hospitality, into the second largest boutique hotel brand in America.

If you don’t believe this stuff is important, consider this. Conley’s methods were so successful in growing his business that in 2013, the founders of Airbnb reached out to him to implement the same system at their company. He went on to serve as their head of Global Hospitality and Strategy, helping to grow the business into what it is today through his PEAK Method. (This involves a bit more than emojis and kudos, of course, but you get the idea.)


If you’re interested in learning more about how Maslow’s hierarchy of needs can be applied to the workplace, I’d highly recommend checking out Conley’s book, Peak: How Great Companies Get Their Mojo from Maslow.



Workflow Integrations

Integrations can help to improve workflows, ensuring that nothing falls through the cracks or gets missed. Calendar integrations are incredibly useful, as they can give you an overview of the day’s meetings and send a reminder before each one with the location and description. They make it almost impossible to miss a meeting, and for remote meetings you can navigate to the meeting directly through your internal communication tool, without having to actually pull up your calendar. Some will even automatically adjust your status to show people you’re in a meeting.

Some integrations will even let you complete simple actions in another tool without leaving your internal communication tool. The Asana-Slack integration, for example, allows you to reply to task comments, mark tasks complete, move tasks between projects, and more—all without leaving Slack. With the Google Calendar integration, you can change your attendance status for meetings without actually opening your calendar.

These are just a few examples, but there are literally hundreds of apps, add-ons, and integrations that you can use with your internal communication platform. Best of all, they are incredibly easy to install and use. There isn’t much “tinkering” or messing with settings as most of them provide time savings right out of the box, and if you want to customize things further, you have that option.


If you’re hungry for more examples, you can access a list of helpful integrations for internal communication tools, including custom ones made with Zapier, on comeupforair.com.



CASE STUDY: POURRI

Previously, we discussed how a small change in settings could save time across an entire organization. Our work with Pourri, on the other hand, is a perfect example of the broader impact internal communication tools can create.

Since its inception in 2006, Pourri, formerly known as Poo-Pourri, has become a household name. Their “natural odor eliminators” are commonly found in bathrooms around the world, and their quirky advertisements have more than 350 million combined views.

Pourri wanted to launch more products faster, and they recognized that their current methods of collaborating—both internally with their sixty-person team and externally with hundreds of vendors and partners—were in need of a revamp. They were communicating on everything from email to text messages, WhatsApp group chats, and Instagram messages, with no real system for when to use each.

It was time consuming to find information; in some cases people didn’t even have access to what they needed, and everyone was being bombarded with notifications—many of which were irrelevant.

All of this confusion made it difficult to keep momentum on product launches and for new people to catch up as they grew their team. It was also frustrating! No one wants to spend twenty minutes searching for something they need to do their job, especially when it involves bothering your coworkers.

As we already know, they were living in a push communication environment, and that needed to change. Especially seeing as their CEO and founder, Suzy Batiz, was not a fan of email—and did not have time to be checking and responding to every email she received (which would have been an ineffective use of her creative genius, anyway).

Implementing an internal communication tool—in this case, Slack—was an obvious solution. But beyond just implementing the tool, Pourri’s team needed to understand why this change was needed, how it would benefit them, and when and how to use it.

Pourri had grown quickly by innovating, so they were ready to apply that same mindset to the way they worked. They were open to change and saw how this could benefit them as individuals and the company—a great start.

Still, adding a new tool is never easy. That’s why we started by going deep with their leadership team, creating the right architecture of channels and aligning on guardrails for use before we even involved the rest of the team. We went through this process over the course of three months, so that by the time the rest of the team was added into Slack, the leadership team were absolute pros and could handle most issues or obstacles on their own.

Most of this time was spent on identifying where certain conversations should live. When should you add something to a channel? Which channel should it live in? When does it make sense to use direct messages? When do you use Slack versus email or other tools?

When everyone is aligned on how to approach these situations, it all becomes very logical. And getting the leadership team fully on board from the start meant that widespread adoption from the rest of the team was a breeze. It’s a lot easier to get on board with a new tool when your boss is setting an example for everyone to follow.

The Pourri team picked it all up very quickly and within a few months had transitioned from a push to a pull communication environment. This change had both time-saving and cultural benefits, as explained by their senior vice president of marketing: “We needed an environment where we could opt in and opt out. So we’re pinged on things that pertain to us and avoid those that don’t.”

In essence, the Pourri team had easy access to everything they needed without needless distractions. Plus, reducing the formality and volume of emails improved the mental health of their team and, subsequently, their overall productivity. The business estimates they have seen at least a 20 percent increase in productivity across the organization since rolling out this platform. But most of all, it has had a compounding impact on individuals, the team, and the business as a whole by making it clear, simple, and easy to interact—in or out of the office.

THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Internal communication tools are great for conversations, brainstorming, and announcements—but they’re not great for getting work done.

	Channels organize ongoing conversations by topic.

	With integrations, you can turn your internal communication tool into a central command center where mission-critical information is always at your fingertips.



PRO TIPS


	Put a face to the name. Profile pictures are important! Be sure to add a profile picture to your internal communication tool (and any other tool, for that matter) as soon as you install it. We have a strict rule about this at Leverage—no one wants to talk to someone’s initials.

	Star or favorite channels and messages to keep them at your fingertips. You can use the “star” feature in Slack or the “favorite” feature in Microsoft Teams to keep frequently used channels, direct messages, or group messages at the top of your sidebar for easy access.

	Use the “mark unread” or “remind me” features. If you receive a message but want to deal with it later, you can hit “mark unread” after looking at it, and the notification will remain. Or you can hit “remind me” and specify a time for the message (and its notification) to reappear.

	If it’s an action item, it doesn’t belong in an internal communication tool. These tools are for communicating, asking questions, brainstorming, building culture, and sharing information. They are not meant to facilitate work, keep track of deadlines, or monitor workloads of a team. More on this later.

	Setting a status in your chosen tool will tell people what you’re up to. You could set a status when you go on a lunch break, go on vacation, or head out to meet clients at their office. You may also want to set a status to simply let your team know you’ve got a busy day and are trying to focus on your most important work.
Send something out only if you’re prepared to get something back! The boomerang effect is present in all types of communication—the faster you get things off your plate, the faster you’ll have more added to your plate. If you’re feeling inundated with communication, consider how quickly you need a response. If it’s not urgent, you can save (or schedule) that message for a later time.




WHAT’S NEXT?

At this point, you’ve mastered the art of internal and external communication. This is a huge win that will provide nearly immediate time savings and serve to reduce the Scavenger Hunt. But communicating can get you only so far. At some point, you need to sit down and get some work done. It’s time to shift over to work management tools, where you’ll learn to supercharge your daily workflows and get more done in less time.






PART 2

Planning

[image: image]

Whether it’s inventing the personal computer, starting a political revolution, or creating a new product to sell to your customers, all the major achievements we’ve experienced as a civilization have one thing in common: they’re all projects.

The idea of venturing out into the unknown with a goal in mind and figuring it out as you go is an innately human characteristic that we all share. It’s what drives all change and progress in our society. From your smartphone to the car you drive, the house you live in, and the government you rely on, nearly everything in our daily lives can be traced back to some team, somewhere, completing a project. History books are filled with stories of successful (and unsuccessful) projects, from D-Day to the pyramids of Giza to landing on the moon.

Projects, whether you realize it or not, are a fundamental part of nearly all our lives. They create value out of thin air and now make up a significant portion of our economy—so much so that, according to the Harvard Business Review, we are now living in the “project economy.” In 2017, the Project Management Institute estimated that the value of project-oriented economic activity worldwide would grow from $12 trillion in 2017 to $20 trillion in 2027 while putting somewhere in the vicinity of eighty-eight million people into project management–oriented roles. It has been estimated that projects accounted for a whopping 41 percent of Germany’s total GDP in 2019.1

During the industrial revolution, efficient production was the key to economic growth. But in the twenty-first century organizations are creating value not by producing more but by producing new and inventive solutions, products, and services. This is the foundation of the project economy we now live in.

But there’s a problem. The unfortunate reality is that around 70 percent of projects in the workplace fail. So, what’s the deal?

There are many reasons why a project could fail, some of which might be completely out of the hands of the people doing the work. I’m not going to act like I have all the answers, but what I can say is that most projects are poorly planned, poorly managed, inefficient, and too costly, and drag on for far too long. Even worse, many projects shouldn’t have been started in the first place and fizzle out as they become irrelevant.

This happens because most organizations don’t have a framework for deciding which projects to focus on and how to work through them in the most efficient and effective way. By pulling from several well-known planning and project management methodologies, I’ve created a hybrid planning approach that is optimized for modern teams and the modern tools we use. Like with most concepts in this book, I’m going to focus on the quickest wins first.

We’ll start with meetings—one of the most painful time sucks in most organizations—and how to optimize them to not only save time but retain your sanity. Then we’ll cover the basics of work management tools and how to implement them, so you can get organized and start working efficiently right away. From there, we’ll ladder up to sprint planning—a method for planning and completing work efficiently as a team—and high-level goal setting to make long-term progress in your organization. Each of these chapters builds upon the previous one, so reading them in order is important.

These four components culminate in a planning framework that is flexible, efficient, and applicable to nearly any industry. So let’s get started.
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Efficient Meetings


The longer the meeting, the less is accomplished.

—TIM COOK, CEO of Apple




PROBLEM: More often than not, meetings are ineffective and, at times, completely unnecessary. They’re one of the largest sources of inefficiency in organizations, preventing teams from getting their actual work done.

SOLUTION: The cost, frequency, and length of meetings can be reduced through simple techniques like asynchronous communication, agendas, prework, and more. The result is more time for important work and less time spent in unnecessary, unproductive meetings.



When everyone was sent home during the pandemic of 2020 to work remotely, the one silver lining seemed to be that we’d all be spending less time in meetings. With the possibility of in-person meetings out of the question, surely we’d all have more time to focus on our work. Even though some meetings would go virtual, they wouldn’t all be necessary, right?

Not exactly . . .

Not only did nearly all in-person meetings transition to virtual meetings, but many organizations even felt the need to increase the number of meetings. The idea of people working without being seen was scary, teams were struggling to stay aligned, and things were slipping through the cracks. The solution was simple: create tons of virtual meetings to keep track of everything and make sure everyone is at their desk, with their camera on, getting things done.

But therein lies the ironic problem. No one can get anything done if they’re in meetings all day.

Instead of decreasing the frequency of meetings, the pandemic only served to make them the default solution for practically everything. Have a question about a project? Hop on a call! Need some feedback on a document? Let’s schedule a meeting to go over it. Working on an important project? Let’s schedule daily check-ins to make sure everyone’s on the same page.

Most teams massively overcompensated, and I’m sure you can relate. But let’s look at some stats to see why this is so important.

A study by the National Bureau of Economic Relations found that the number of meetings increased by around 13 percent during the pandemic.1 Reclaim.ai surveyed fifteen thousand knowledge workers and found that the average worker spent 14.2 hours in meetings before the pandemic and 21.5 during. One-on-one meetings were a particularly nasty culprit, accounting for 79.6 percent of new meetings. This equates to the average knowledge worker jumping from a single one-on-one meeting per week to more than five during the pandemic.2

These numbers show that most people were spending around half their time at work in virtual meetings during the pandemic. There’s a reason why the phrase “Zoom fatigue” is now in the popular lexicon and has its own Wikipedia page3 (which is a great read, by the way).

I do want to be clear, however, that meetings—both in-person and virtual—have always been a problem. The pandemic simply exacerbated the symptoms. In 2017, three years before the pandemic, Harvard Business Review published an article titled “Stop the Meeting Madness,”4 which cited several alarming facts, such as:


	Executives spent twenty-three hours per week in meetings, up from ten in the 1960s.

	Sixty-five percent of senior managers said that meetings kept them from completing their work.

	Seventy-one percent said that meetings were unproductive and inefficient.

	Sixty-four percent said that meetings came at the expense of deep thinking.

	Sixty-two percent said that meetings missed opportunities to bring the team closer together.



The real problem is not meetings themselves but the fact that most people have never been taught how to run them efficiently or even how to determine if a meeting needs to occur in the first place. In Cameron Herold’s aptly named book Meetings Suck, he compares it to a parent throwing their kid into Little League baseball without teaching them how to play the game and then wondering why they hate baseball so much. It’s not the game’s fault; it’s the fault of the parent.

The same logic applies to meetings in the workplace. Not only a lack of training but a misunderstanding around the true cost of meetings has led to everyone being inundated with largely unnecessary, irrelevant, and inefficient meetings. We’re about to change that.

THE TRUE COST OF MEETINGS

Most teams schedule meetings without ever thinking about the actual “cost” that comes with having a group of people set aside a part of their day to meet. Yet meetings are actually one of the largest expenses and drainers of productivity in most organizations. They certainly were in mine.

Think I’m exaggerating? Let’s look at a typical meeting.

Say you have five people in a one-hour weekly meeting. Now let’s say each of those people is working at an effective hourly rate of $50 (the equivalent of $100,000 per year). That meeting is costing the organization $250 per week, and that’s not even taking into account the time it takes to schedule the meeting, which can be lengthy.

That comes out to $12,500 per year for one hour-long weekly meeting. And that’s surely just one out of many meetings those five people are involved in every week.


According to the study mentioned previously, the average knowledge worker was spending 21.5 hours per week in meetings during the pandemic. At the same hourly rate, that’s $1,075 per week or $53,750 per year spent just on meetings for that one person! If you scaled that up to a twenty-person team it would equate to over a million dollars spent on meetings per year.


Want to see how much meetings are costing your team? We’ve created a calculator that will do it for you on comeupforair.com. Warning: the results may shock you.



And there’s an additional opportunity cost to consider here. Time spent in meetings is time that can’t be spent on work that will generate revenue or advance the organization in some way. This affects the organization as well as the individual. Most people bite off more than they can chew and set unrealistic deadlines because they fail to take into account how much time they’ll be spending in meetings. The result is they get overwhelmed and are forced to work long hours to get everything done—something we’ll specifically address when we get into sprint planning.

In fact, Asana’s Anatomy of Work Report found that in 2022 workers missed 15 percent of their deadlines, and 24 percent of those who missed their deadline said it was a direct result of too many meetings. Those same people also spent 129 hours per year in meetings that were entirely unnecessary.5

You can see where I’m going with this. Meetings are incredibly expensive in more ways than one, yet no one seems to notice. These costs are fine if the outcome of the meeting is worth the investment, but plenty of meetings are not.

When you break it down, there are four ways to reduce the cost of a meeting (see figure 5):


	Eliminate it entirely.

	Reduce the number of people.

	Reduce the duration.

	Reduce its frequency (if it’s a recurring meeting).



Let’s keep using the previous example to see how this might work in practice. We already know that Option 1, eliminating that one weekly meeting, would save the organization $12,500 per year. Great. But we can’t just delete meetings from our calendar willy-nilly. Let’s assume that meeting serves a valuable purpose, and we can’t just eliminate it.

In that case, you might consider who really needs to be there—Option 2. Cutting one person out of that meeting would save $2,500 per year. Three people, $7,500 per year.
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FIGURE 5

Most teams are very liberal in who they invite to meetings (after all, no one wants to be left out), but this is one reason why people hate meetings. How many times have you heard someone complain about a meeting they didn’t need to attend or seen a coffee cup with the phrase “This meeting could have been an email”?

The simple truth is that if someone doesn’t need to be at a meeting, they shouldn’t be there. It’s better for the individual and the company. The individual gets out of another useless and draining meeting while the company gets back an hour of productive, potentially revenue-generating activity from that employee. Not to mention, meetings with fewer people tend to be easier to schedule, faster to conduct, and more productive overall.

At Leverage, we also have a rule that anyone is allowed to respectfully leave a meeting if they don’t feel they need to be there or are not adding value to the conversation. This is something we’ve embraced as a team, and it is particularly helpful if someone only needs to be involved during one part of the meeting—they are free to bow out and get back to their work.

Option 3 is just as simple and just as cost effective. Reducing the duration of that weekly meeting by just fifteen minutes would equate to $3,125 in cost savings per year. And would losing those five or fifteen minutes really affect the outcome of the meeting? Probably not.

Generally speaking, long meetings are less productive as people inevitably lose focus. If you’re a fan of TED Talks, you may know they have a strict limit of eighteen minutes for each speaker. TED curator Chris Anderson says that eighteen minutes is “long enough to be serious and short enough to hold people’s attention. . . . By forcing speakers who are used to going on for forty-five minutes to bring it down to eighteen, you get them to really think about what they want to say. What is the key point they want to communicate? It has a clarifying effect. It brings discipline.”6 Some people say that fifteen minutes is the ideal meeting time for this exact reason, although I think it’s a bit more nuanced than that.

Anecdotally, I’ve found that people tend to conform to whatever length of the time the meeting is scheduled for. So if the material can be covered in fifteen minutes but the meeting is scheduled for thirty minutes, they’re likely to drag it out for the full thirty minutes. In my business, I’ve experimented with cutting many of our recurring meetings by fifteen minutes. The result? We used the time more effectively and still covered everything we would have previously.

Option 4 is to reduce the frequency of recurring meetings. If that weekly meeting was made into a biweekly meeting, the organization would save $6,250 per year. This isn’t rocket science, but many of us still fall into the trap of doing things “the way they’ve always been done.” Sure, it may feel like you need to have a weekly meeting because you’ve always done it that way—but is that really true? What would happen if you changed it to biweekly?

You can also take a hybrid approach here. It might make sense to move a weekly call to biweekly but retain the option to schedule quick ad hoc meetings as necessary. Personally, I’ve found this to be a great approach as, unlike the recurring meetings, these ad hoc meetings have a very specific purpose and are therefore very efficient. It’s important to have a cadence for check-ins and getting face time with your team, but smaller hyperfocused meetings also have their place.


Reducing the frequency of recurring meetings is a fairly low-risk experiment. Try it out and see what happens—you can always change it back if it’s a disaster (which I doubt it will be).



These four options are the simplest and quickest ways to cut down on time spent in meetings. But there is, of course, the obvious—you can improve the efficiency of any meeting by getting more done in less time. It’s simple. What’s not so simple is how to accomplish that, which will be the primary focus of the rest of this chapter.

More than anything, I’d like you to walk away from this chapter with a new mindset around meetings. Once you recognize their true cost, you’ll start to see dozens of areas where you can use some combination of the steps above to reduce the cost of meetings across your team. When everyone thinks this way—especially at the executive and managerial level—the result is increased employee productivity, more time spent on revenue-generating activities, a better team culture, and a less stressful work environment.

DOES THIS REALLY NEED TO BE A MEETING?

The biggest meeting “tip” I can provide is to simply eliminate them. Not all of them, of course, but the ones that either are unnecessary or can be accomplished in some other capacity. According to Asana’s Anatomy of Work 2022 report, employees waste six working weeks each year on a combination of duplicated work and unnecessary meetings,7 and a study in 2019 found that the US economy alone was estimated to lose about $400 billion in lost productivity from unproductive meetings.

In my experience, people tend to schedule a meeting or hop on a call any time some minor hiccup occurs—and it needs to stop. It’s an incredibly unproductive way to work. We lose our minds when a telemarketer has the nerve to waste three seconds of our time during dinner, yet a thirty-minute interlude to answer a question from a coworker that they could have handled on their own is totally fine. It makes no sense! (I’m getting worked up just thinking about it.)

When I talk about eliminating a meeting, there are really two ways it happens:


	Deleting it or never scheduling it in the first place.

	Conducting it asynchronously.



The first is self-explanatory. The second, however, can be done in a variety of ways. You’re familiar enough with asynchronous communication to see how this might work in practice. Instead of scheduling a meeting, maybe you can cover what needs to be said in a few messages with your internal communication tool. Or maybe it can be covered with a task in your work management tool. People often find the need to schedule a call to delegate a task, but that’s almost entirely unnecessary with a work management tool.

We saw this firsthand when working with SkyePoint Decisions, a leading cybersecurity provider that provides enterprise-wide solutions for US federal government clients. After implementing a work management tool, they found that many of their meetings were no longer necessary as the information they would have covered was already on display in the tool itself. They estimated a 20 percent reduction in meetings company-wide, and Bo Kimbrough, their founder and CEO, was even able to remove a weekly three-hour meeting with his assistant. Previously, he would use that meeting to get status updates and plan out the week ahead, but that was no longer necessary as he could get all that information from their work management tool whenever he needed it. We’ll get into more details on how this works in the next few chapters.

The other way is to use video or audio recordings to hold what is effectively an “asynchronous meeting.” One person sends a video or audio recording with their thoughts, the other responds with another recording, and the “meeting” is effectively over. In many cases, there doesn’t even need to be two recordings—a simple text-based response to the initial recordings will suffice. These recordings can be done with the software built into most operating systems for both computers and phones, but there are also tools that can make the process easier. I mentioned earlier that Loom is a personal favorite, as it automatically turns videos into shareable links.

When I first started my business, Monday was my “team meetings day” and I was literally in meetings all day. I’d have eight hours of back-to-backs with my team, and sometimes I’d even have a few other urgent meetings on top of that. Eventually, I realized how much of a time suck this was and experimented with video recordings. I turned a few meetings into what I would now call asynchronous meetings, and they went well. Really, there was almost no difference—and, in many cases, it was much better. People were succinct and I still got to see their faces and hear their voices. I could watch the videos on my own time, rewind parts that I missed, and play them at 1.5x speed.

Now I do virtually all my one-on-ones asynchronously. There are limitations, of course—sometimes a live meeting is warranted. But long story short, I’ve halved the time I spent in meetings. Best of all, I was able to do that with time that would have otherwise been wasted, like time spent sitting in a cab. Not all hours are created equal!

(If you want to hear more about how I made that happen, read the article I wrote about it on Inc.com. There’s also another one on there about why you should be working during your commute that involves lots of asynchronous communication.)

But, once again, this type of thinking requires adoption from everyone on a team to make it really “work.” An asynchronous meeting needs at least two willing participants, after all. The best way to start is to just ask yourself the same questions every time you see a meeting on your calendar or think about scheduling a new one (see figure 6):


	Do I need to join?

	Does this really need to be a live meeting?

	Does it really need to be this long?

	Do all these people need to be in the meeting?

	Is there any work that can be done beforehand and distributed in advance to make sure we get the most value out of this meeting?
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FIGURE 6

IT NEEDS TO BE A MEETING

There is still a time and place for live meetings, whether in-person or remote. I think we can all agree that running any type of business without any live meetings is a recipe for disaster. We’ve already spoken about how too much asynchronous communication can cause problems, and nowhere is this truer than with meetings. Don’t get me wrong, there’s no better feeling than deleting a meeting, but going overboard can end up hurting you more in the end—I can tell you this from personal experience.

Meetings are great for brainstorming, solving complex problems, dealing with sensitive issues, and building culture and rapport with the team. And now that remote work has become so common, there are plenty of people who would barely have any face time during the workday without them. Yikes.

So let’s say you absolutely need to have a meeting. Here are a few quick strategies to make it shorter, more cost effective, and less painful:


	Keep it short: You’d be surprised what you can accomplish in fifteen minutes. Try shortening recurring meetings or creating slightly shorter meetings than you’d think and see what happens. Chances are you’ll cover everything you needed to. Then double down and take more time off.

	Account for breaks: I like to avoid rounded numbers in my meetings. Instead of one hour, I’ll do fifty-five minutes. Instead of thirty minutes, I’ll do twenty-five. This gives people with back-to-back meetings a chance to go to the bathroom or respond to a few emails in between meetings. Five minutes saved is still five minutes!

	Audit the attendees: Consider who truly needs to be there. Most teams have a nasty habit of including everyone who might need to be there, but that’s not entirely necessary. If needed, you can pull them in for a few minutes or send them the meeting notes. You could even send them a recording with a timestamp for them to watch specific portions that concern them.

	Assign prework: Coming to a meeting unprepared is a waste of everyone’s time. If there’s work that needs to be done or materials that need to be reviewed before the meeting, that work should be assigned in advance for all attendees (preferably in a work management tool).

	Avoid “report outs”: One person listing off their updates usually means everyone else’s eyes are glossed over. Instead of having a round robin where everyone gives an update or reports their metrics in the meeting, record these in advance so everyone can view them on their own time. (Or not view them, if it’s irrelevant to what they’re focused on.)

	Use an agenda: That’s the most important component of an efficient meeting by far. So important, in fact, that I’m devoting the entire next section to it.

	Assign a moderator: Every meeting needs a moderator. Someone who can keep the meeting from going off track, work through agenda items, and delegate action items.

	Take notes: This should go without saying. The important part is that someone is designated as the notetaker (or else no one will do it) and the notes are stored in an organized location. Recordings are great for video meetings, although notes tend to be more easily skimmed.

	Organize action items: The worst thing that can happen in a meeting is for people to leave without clarity on what happens next. Action items from a meeting need to be immediately clarified and put into a work management tool, preferably on the call, so that they don’t get lost and everyone is clear on what they need to do next.

	Track decisions: Meetings often involve decision making, but those decisions become useless if they’re not tracked properly. Any decisions made in a meeting should be tracked somewhere, either in a work management tool (if related to a project/task) or in a company wiki (if related to company policies).



These steps don’t need to be rigorously applied to every single meeting but should be incorporated as part of your organization’s larger culture around meetings. When everyone starts thinking in this way, teams will quickly find themselves having fewer and shorter meetings that are still more efficient. Plus, there will be additional time savings on the front and back end in terms of scheduling and retrieving notes, decisions, and action items.


Breakout rooms in virtual meetings are often underutilized. They’re great for brainstorming and design thinking. In my experience, brainstorming in smaller groups tends to produce better results, as people are more comfortable speaking up.



One final consideration is simply showing up on time. Arriving late to a meeting is not only disrespectful to your fellow team members, it’s horribly inefficient. If you have a three-person meeting and one person is five minutes late, fifteen minutes of collective time have just been wasted. Assuming an average hourly rate of $50 per hour, that’s $12.50 in wasted time. If that happens every now and then, it’s not a huge deal—but if it’s happening twenty times per week, that’s $250 in wasted time every week.

And not only that. When people arrive late, it often causes the meeting to run over, creating a cascading effect. For those with back-to-back meetings, they’re now late to their next meeting, which affects the next meeting, and so on and so forth.

NO AGENDA, NO MEETING

I think most people understand the value of meeting agendas. They help to keep meetings on track and ensure that every topic that needs to be discussed is given the time it deserves. But those benefits are only true when agendas are implemented and used properly across an entire team. And really, those benefits just scratch the surface. There are a few other key benefits to agendas that go above and beyond meeting efficiency.

In the most basic sense, an agenda is simply a list of topics that need to be brought up during a meeting. But this is only useful if all attendees can see the agenda and have the opportunity to add their own items to it in advance. Otherwise, it’s just an agenda that shows what the meeting creator wants to talk about.

If the meeting creator is the only one with access to the agenda and they add four items to it, what happens when the other participants have additional topics they want to discuss? What if there are really five more topics that need to be discussed at the meeting, but not everyone is aware because they’re only seeing the four topics on the agenda?

Suddenly, that meeting runs longer than anticipated. It interferes with people’s schedules. One person has to run because their next meeting is actually more important, so now they’re out of the picture. Another meeting now needs to be scheduled because you didn’t have time to hit on everything that needed to be discussed. The meeting ends with no clear action items and no clear decisions made. No one is clear on what they need to do next. The next time you all meet, the person who had to leave the first meeting needs to be brought up to speed and everyone else needs a quick recap because it’s been a week since this was last discussed.

See how this becomes a problem? And it all could have been avoided if everyone had access to the agenda in advance, with the ability to add to it. The same situation happens when people show up late or go off track and cause the meeting to run over.

For this reason, agendas must be made in advance, stored in the cloud, and shared with all attendees. Every attendee should be able to add topics to the agenda in advance; that way the meeting leader can view everything that needs to be discussed and plan accordingly. They can devote a certain portion of time to each agenda item to ensure that every topic is given enough time or prioritize certain topics to make sure the most important items are covered.

In some cases, it may become clear that there’s too much on the agenda to discuss in one meeting. In that case, there are several ways to remedy the situation:


	Prioritize the agenda so the most important topics are certain to be covered in the meeting and add less urgent topics to future meeting agendas (assuming the meeting is recurring).

	Resolve as many agenda items asynchronously as possible.

	As a last resort, the meeting can be made longer, or you can use the last few minutes to schedule a follow-up meeting.



So just by having an agenda, you’ve already mitigated many of the biggest meeting risks: running long, going off track, missing mission-critical topics, and ending abruptly without clarity, action items, or decisions. Plus, you’ve lowered the chance of having to schedule future meetings to fix all those issues.

Agendas can even be useful for people not at the meeting. Going on vacation but want to make sure your team addresses something important while you’re gone? Add it to the next agenda. Want to make sure another department is aware of a change that affects them? Ask the department head to throw it on their next meeting agenda.

One final aspect to consider is that agendas give everyone a voice. Not everyone feels comfortable speaking up in a meeting or interrupting to make sure their thought or question is addressed. Agendas help to cultivate a more inclusive work culture in which everyone can input their thoughts and ideas freely, knowing that they’ll be given the same time and attention as anyone else regardless of their role or standing within the organization.

At Leverage, we have another strict meeting rule: No agenda, no meeting. Now you can see why.

Add It to the Agenda

So far, we’ve only looked at how agendas affect the meetings themselves. But there is another, often overlooked, impact of agendas that goes beyond meetings to help save time in other, everyday situations. When an agenda is made in advance and shared with everyone, it can be used as a repository for nonurgent questions, ideas, and thoughts. The idea is that if you have an idea you want to share with someone, but you know you have an upcoming meeting with them, why bother them with it now? You can just add it to the meeting agenda and cover it during your meeting instead of sending them a message or calling them. There may be some situations in which that idea is terribly urgent, and you just can’t do this, which is fine—but most of the time, nothing’s going to catch on fire if you don’t share it immediately.

Adding an agenda item instead of sending a message means one less distraction for that person, and you can get back to work knowing that your question isn’t going to get lost or be forgotten. This is even more important in a group setting, where one message to the entire group distracts multiple people at once.

Remember Dr. Patty Ann Tublin’s advice from chapter 1?


	Does this need to be said?

	Does this need to be said by me?

	Does this need to be said by me now?



The same principle applies to meeting agendas. Sometimes, you might want to say something right as you think of it, but if it doesn’t need to be said in that moment, you might as well add it to the agenda.


Adding topics to an agenda is essentially another form of batching. It’s far more efficient to work through ten small items in a meeting than having them spread out as random messages over the course of a week.



There’s also a strange phenomenon that happens with this. I wish I could back it up with some data, but I swear that most of these thoughts that seem urgent in the moment end up resolving themselves or becoming irrelevant by the time the meeting comes around. If you have a spur-of-the-moment idea for a project, you may add it to the agenda only to realize by the time the meeting comes around that your idea wouldn’t work because some circumstances have changed. Nowadays teams move fast, and there’s a lot that can happen in the time between adding an agenda item and the meeting itself. Unfortunately, many of the distractions we cause for each other in the form of messages, questions, and ideas end up being completely unnecessary in the end.

PROPER MEETING PREPARATION

While agendas are helpful, they are not a replacement for meeting preparation or “prework.” Prework is an important factor in running efficient meetings that I’ve seen few teams consider. The majority of meetings require some amount of work and preparation. This could be as simple as reviewing a scorecard to update yourself on some metrics or as in-depth as creating a presentation.

If this prework isn’t done, it wastes everyone’s time. I’m sure you can relate to waiting around as someone scrambles to find a document during a meeting or having to recap information from a report because people didn’t read it in advance of the meeting. And this isn’t just for team meetings, it’s equally useful for client or sales meetings. Imagine talking to a salesperson who already sent you some information beforehand, knows about your specific situation, and has thought about exactly how they can help you—versus someone who starts with “What can I do for you?” That only happens with the right prework.

Just like every meeting needs an agenda, most meetings should include a list of prework assigned to the individuals responsible for doing it. Ideally, this prework should be clearly assigned in a work management tool—the focus of our next chapter—with a due date before the meeting, so that nothing falls through the cracks. It might be a bit extreme, but you may even consider instituting a rule that people are allowed to leave meetings if they feel there is a lack of preparation.

Prework is a pretty straightforward tactic to make meetings more efficient and effective. What might not be straightforward, though, is how to think about prework within our new context of meetings and how to incorporate asynchronous communication into the mix. There are many opportunities to use prework in unforeseen ways to cut down on time spent in meetings. Here’s one example.

At Leverage, we practice a variation of Level 10 Meetings from the Entrepreneurial Operating System (EOS), which is a meeting template that helps leadership teams home in on the most important decisions that need to be made. (If you’re interested in learning more about Level 10 Meetings, I’d suggest reading Gino Wickman’s book Traction.)

In this meeting, my executive team and I cover several recurring line items like wins, challenges, key metrics, and accomplishments. Originally, we would devote the first fifteen minutes of every meeting to this before getting into those key decisions.

Now, think about that. We had six people on the call, meaning that fifteen-minute segment was using ninety minutes of our collective time. I changed things up and asked everyone to submit a Loom video of themselves reviewing their wins, challenges, key metrics, and accomplishments in advance of the meeting. Everyone could now view these recordings in advance during low-value times (often on 2x speed), and we’d devote the first few minutes of every meeting to any questions or comments on what we had all watched. Usually, these were minimal, and we could get right into making those key decisions. The end result is that we were able to save fifteen minutes of everyone’s time each week (or ninety minutes, collectively).


There’s an added benefit to this type of asynchronous prework: anyone can go back and reference those video recordings whenever they want!



This is just one example of how you can use prework in creative ways to get the most out of your time spent in meetings. But there are many situations where it may apply. Remember that meetings should ideally be used for meaningful discussion. If you’re listing out reports or updates in your meetings, chances are that can be done asynchronously in advance.

SCHEDULING

If you’re running an efficient meeting but it takes thirty minutes to schedule said meeting, is it really an efficient meeting? We can all relate to the games of calendar Tetris and seemingly endless back-and-forth emails trying to find a meeting slot that works for everyone. Even with just two people this can be a problem, but as that number increases it becomes exponentially more complex. Research has shown that it takes an average of seventeen minutes and eight emails to schedule a meeting.8

A truly efficient meeting starts before the meeting has even begun. Scheduling a meeting does not need to involve endless back-and-forth messages. In fact, with the right tools, it can be nearly instantaneous. There are effectively two ways to tackle this frustrating scheduling problem in the workplace:


	Use automated scheduling tools.

	Use shared calendars.



There are many tools that can automate nearly the entire scheduling process. Calendly is one of the most popular—a simple tool that integrates with your digital calendar and gives you a link to share with others. If you want to schedule a meeting with them, just send them the link and they can pick a time slot that will work for your calendar and your work schedule. Google Calendar also has the ability to create scheduling links without having to install another tool.

Many CRMs can also handle this. At Leverage, we use HubSpot as our CRM, which has this feature built in. Each of our team members has their own HubSpot scheduling link that they can use to schedule meetings with clients or anyone else. This provides a major benefit in that all of this information is tracked within HubSpot. If one team member is looking to schedule a meeting with a client, they can see any other meetings that our team has scheduled or recently had with that client. We can also see a history of when the meeting was scheduled and when it occurred.

Group meetings are often a pain to schedule, but with tools like Outlook and Google Calendar, everyone should have visibility into everyone else’s work calendars. If you need to schedule a meeting with six people, for example, you can view all their calendars overlaid at once and easily see any slots that are available for all parties involved. If there are none, it should be easy enough to find a time slot that’s close and ask one or a few people to accommodate it.

THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Meetings have a cost, and there are four simple ways to reduce that cost:

	Eliminate the meeting entirely

	Reduce the number of people in the meeting

	Reduce the duration of the meeting

	Reduce its frequency (if it’s a recurring meeting)




	No agenda, no meeting.

	A truly efficient meeting starts before the meeting has even begun.



PRO TIPS


	Try setting your default calendar event to fifteen minutes. Just the act of changing the length will make you think twice about how long the meeting really needs to be. Like I said, you’ll be surprised what you can accomplish in fifteen minutes!

	It may not make sense to have a public agenda for big organizational or team-wide meetings for obvious reasons. In this case, digital forms work well as an option for people to anonymously submit questions, ideas, or feedback and the meeting presenter can address them as needed.

	You can create “vanity URLs” for your scheduling links. Purchase a custom domain like meetwithnick.com and use domain forwarding to push it to your personal scheduling link. When someone wants to schedule a meeting with you, all you need to do is tell them to go to the link.
You can take this a step further with subdomains for certain situations. For example, vip.meetwithnick.com may send people to a different calendar where you have more availability. Or podcast.meetwithnick.com could be used for scheduling podcast interviews (if that’s something you do). Each subdomain can also include different intake questions.


	Every quarter, we aggressively audit our recurring meetings and delete anything that isn’t necessary, knowing we can always add them back if needed. This is a good habit to get into, as many meetings simply stay on the calendar because “you’ve always had them.”



WHAT’S NEXT?

Up to this point, we’ve focused on the quickest wins that will save you the most time in the short term. If you’re excited about using some of these strategies, now is a good time to put the book down and spend some time implementing what’s already been discussed.

The next few chapters will be dense, focusing on how to set up and use your work management tool in the best way possible. These methods are crucial for team productivity—it’s best you approach them with a fresh mind.






6

Principles of Efficient Work Management


Collaboration has nothing to do with where employees show up for work; it has everything to do with how they show up.

—KEITH FERRAZZI,

CEO of Ferrazzi Greenlight and author of Never Eat Alone:

And Other Secrets to Success, One Relationship at a Time




PROBLEM: The information required to move work forward is often spread across multiple tools and places, which is inefficient and frustrating. It’s difficult to gauge the status of projects or view what people are working on without distracting them or calling a meeting.

SOLUTION: Organizing all work-related information in one purpose-built tool gives everyone access to what they need to get work done, provides unparalleled visibility and transparency, and seamlessly organizes all the moving parts involved in tasks and projects.



Have you ever realized you forgot to complete a critical task at work as you’re falling asleep? Have you ever let a team member down when something fell through the cracks due to no fault of your own? And have you ever had so many high-priority tasks to complete that you don’t even know where to begin?

Unfortunately, these situations are all too common for today’s knowledge workers. In 2022, 15 percent of deadlines were missed and 22 percent of the people who missed them said they were caused by uncertainty over priorities.1 Most people juggle so many different responsibilities from day to day that it can be difficult to remember everything you’re supposed to do and all the commitments you’ve made to your fellow team members. And when everyone has their own way of organizing their work, it only makes it more difficult.

In this chapter, we’re going to cover the basics of work management tools, which teams can use to facilitate all of their daily work, manage projects, and plan long-term initiatives. Just like you might write a to-do list every morning, a work management tool serves a similar function—except instead of a notepad it’s an all-encompassing collaborative to-do list in the cloud for your entire team. When used properly, everyone knows what to work on and when.

But first, let’s get one little clarification out of the way.

ASANA: A TRUE “WORK MANAGEMENT” TOOL

Throughout this book, I’ve been harping on the concept of “It’s not the tool; it’s how you use it.” But when it comes to work management platforms, there is one tool that I recommend above all others. To put it simply, we’ve found that Asana is the most functional, flexible, and customizable work management tool. The main benefit comes from what is called the Asana Work Graph data model.

Going back to our camping-in-the-forest analogy, the work graph is quite literally an up-to-date map of all the work going on in your organization. You see, the founders of Asana picked up on the Scavenger Hunt problem pretty quickly. They realized that workers were spending countless hours on “work about work” (all the seemingly small inefficiencies that bog us down from day to day), and they set out to solve it.2

The underlying problem they found is that when work is siloed among teams, it makes it difficult for everyone to work with one another. You might think that what the marketing department is working on has no effect on what the engineers are doing, for example, but you’d be surprised. Nowadays, most of the work we do is cross-functional—it affects other parts of the organization and other people’s work. Trying to work cross-functionally in a siloed work environment is effectively inviting the Scavenger Hunt into your organization.

Asana was built with this specific problem in mind and uses a kind of “many to many” approach where work can live in multiple places at the same time. They describe this key benefit well: “Individuals, managers, and execs can pull together tasks from any project to track what matters most to them and view them in a way that is most intuitive to them, without creating confusion or multiple sources of truth.” It can handle many different functions, from small nitty-gritty minutiae to high-level goal setting and planning, which is why Leverage has chosen to become a certified partner of Asana and why I’m breaking my rule of “it’s not the tool.”


You want a tool that can handle all the interconnected work going on in your organization—not just projects!



The methods and strategies in this chapter and the rest of part 3 will be largely focused on Asana. Keep in mind that the principles do still apply to most project and work management tools, as they all function in similar ways, but there will be features discussed here that are specific to Asana.

And now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s get back to our regularly scheduled programming.

THE HIERARCHY: TASKS, PROJECTS, AND PORTFOLIOS

In Asana and most work management platforms, there are clear hierarchies for organizing work. From here on out, we’ll be using Asana-specific language to keep everything consistent. Just know that most work management tools use a similar hierarchy with different terminology. The idea is to take a large initiative, break that down into multiple projects, then break each project down into the subsequent tasks and milestones required to complete it (see figure 7). There are three primary levels to this hierarchy.


	Tasks: the bite-sized pieces of work that most people focus on from day to day.

	Projects: the cornerstone of any work management tool, this is a way of organizing tasks with a specific focus like launching a new product or various tasks that fall in the same category, like all marketing-related tasks.

	Portfolios: this is a way to group projects, either for simple organizational purposes, monitoring high-level progress, or completing large initiatives that are too big to fit in one project.



Let’s look slightly closer at each level.

Tasks are the bread and butter of any work management platform. They are small pieces of work that can be assigned to someone with a due date, like “Design a PDF for the sales team” or “Find statistics for our upcoming white paper.” The task contains all the information that person needs to complete it, so the assignee is clear on what’s expected of them and when.
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FIGURE 7

While tasks do primarily live inside projects, they do not necessarily have to live in them. A task can live on its own—assigned to a person but not housed in a project—in a single project, or across multiple projects.

Tasks have a section for comments, meaning anyone can leave a comment on a task to ask questions, leave a thought, or add some clarity to your and your team’s work. Task comments are where the bulk of communication occurs in a work management tool, and they’re incredibly useful as they provide a clear history of any discussion that happened related to the work being done.


Task comments should only contain communication relevant to the specific task they’re tied to.



The main idea behind tasks is that they clarify exactly what needs to be done, how it should be done, and when it needs to be completed. When tasks are used properly, nothing should “fall through the cracks.” As such, they can also be used for purposes outside the traditional definition of a task. In your work management tool, you can use tasks to keep track of just about anything you’d like in both your professional and personal life—more on that later.

Projects hold tasks. Projects typically have one main focus, like a deliverable, where completing all the tasks will achieve the desired end result—this is what we’ll refer to as a “traditional project.” But that’s really just scratching the surface of how these can be used in a work management tool. There are many situations where organizing tasks in one place can be useful—we refer to these as “nontraditional projects”—and we’ll explore those later.

For now, just know that projects hold tasks, and those tasks can be organized further into sections. Projects can also have milestones that are used to signify major accomplishments within the project. The focus here is breaking down large amounts of work and making sure everything gets done to keep the overall project on track.

Portfolios simply hold projects. Portfolios have a number of use-cases—they can be used to organize all the projects within a department, all the projects required to complete a major initiative, or all the projects that one particular project manager is managing, among other situations. Portfolios are less about getting things done and more about organizing and monitoring work at a high level. When used properly, they can create the thirty-thousand-foot view that most business leaders would kill for, where the status of all the most important work at their organization can be monitored from one place.

Tasks, projects, and portfolios are fairly straightforward. You don’t really need a book to tell you how to break down a project into its subsequent tasks. That is not the purpose of this chapter. The purpose of this chapter is to show you how to use these features in a coordinated way with your team to maximize efficiency and how to use them in creative ways to solve business problems.

This combination is the “secret sauce,” so to speak, of what we do at Leverage and where we’ll be spending most of our time.


If at any point during this chapter you’d like more clarity or instruction around individual features or how to set up your work management tool, there are a bunch of free materials on comeupforair.com.



WHEN TO USE A WORK MANAGEMENT TOOL

Going back to our camping-in-the-forest analogy, we know that an internal communication tool functions as your walkie-talkie while a work management tool functions as your map. We’ve already covered why this distinction is important, but let’s look at it again from the lens of a work management tool. When should you use this tool, as opposed to a communication tool?

At the highest level, anything actionable should go in your work management tool. (If you want to know something is going to get done, this is the best place to put it.) Communication tools are great for brainstorming with lots of people and thinking through what needs to get done in a project. But once work is clarified to the point that you know it needs to get done and know roughly what needs to happen, it should be transferred over.

Once work is in the tool itself, all relevant questions, updates, ideas, and thoughts related to that work should then be added to the relevant task, project, or portfolio within your work management tool. The benefit here is that any time anyone needs to get work done, they can hop into this tool and find everything they need—whether that’s a critical attachment or information from a team member’s work that will help them move their work along.

A work management tool is optimized to retrieve work-related information. You can quickly find the status of tasks and projects, knowing that they’ll be up to date. But that benefit can only be realized if everyone is on the same page about what goes in a work management tool versus a communication tool.


As you begin using a work management tool with your team, keep in mind this core principle: if it’s related to work that is being done or will be done, it goes in your work management tool.



That means:

If you have a question about a task,

if you want to delegate something,

if you have a status update about your work,

if you want to capture the state of something,

if it’s actionable,

and if you want to know that it’s going to get done,

it goes in your work management tool.

In general, I find that most teams rely too much on communication tools and often converse about information in them that should really be held in their work management tool. This is common, and it’s a difficult, but not impossible, behavior to change. At Leverage, this education is now a core part of our onboarding and training process. Even then, there are still situations in which I find myself telling people to add Slack messages to Asana. It’s never going to be perfect—we’re not robots—but eventually it will become second nature, and the vast majority of your communication will be living in the right place. #babysteps.

ESTABLISHING YOUR ROUTINE

If you ever feel like you’re running around at work like a chicken with its head cut off, you’ll love the organization and prioritization that a work management tool can bring to your daily life. But like any new tool, using it should become a habit. If you can build it into your routine from the beginning, the habit will form quickly, and you’ll be in great shape.

In any given work management platform, there are two things you should be doing on a regular basis to help yourself and your team be more productive. You need to:


	Respond to comments so you unblock your colleagues and tasks can move along.

	Organize your own tasks to stay on top of incoming work and keep your to-do list tidy.



Just by doing this, you and your team will already be getting significant value from your work management tool. It’s like the 20 percent of effort that will produce 80 percent of the results.

In Asana, this revolves around two core features—Inbox and My Tasks—but every tool will have similar features with different names. The Inbox is where all task comments and updates are collected, and My Tasks is where all your individual tasks are prioritized.

The routine is simple. Open your work management tool and get to Inbox Zero by replying, archiving, or deferring messages as needed, just like you would with email. (Some tools may not have an option for defer, but replying and archiving is usually sufficient.) This is done first as it allows you to unblock everyone on your team so they can move their tasks along. It would be a shame for someone to be twiddling their thumbs waiting to hear from you in order to get their work done, after all.

After you’ve gotten to Inbox Zero, you can then take a look at the tasks assigned to you. Just like you might look over a physical to-do list as you start your day, this will give you a good outline of what needs to be done for the day. But unlike a physical to-do list, you’ll find the ability to move tasks around quite refreshing. Shifting priorities, changing due dates, adding additional notes to a task, asking a quick clarifying question—this all can be done in just a few clicks. It’s worth checking this at least once per day to see if any new tasks have been assigned to you and to reprioritize any of your other tasks if needed.

Now, I’d like to address the elephant in the room. At this point in the framework, I’ve now asked you to get to Inbox Zero in email and check both your internal communication and work management tool every day. If not multiple times per day. And I know what you’re thinking.

“Nick, I used to just check email. Now you’re asking me to check three different tools multiple times per day? How is this more efficient than my old method? Doesn’t this just make the whole ‘context switching’ problem worse?”

It’s a valid concern, and I understand this might be a dramatic change to your daily workflow. But while there are downsides to having to check three different tools, the pros outweigh the cons.

First, you should be spending less time in each tool because your time will now be split between the three. So, if you used to spend two hours a day in your email inbox, you may now spend thirty minutes in email, thirty minutes in your internal communication tool, and thirty minutes in your work management tool. That’s thirty minutes less in total.

This happens because each tool is purpose built and optimized for the retrieval of information. That means when you sit down to work on a task, you’ll have everything you need, instead of having to search through your email inbox to find a description of what your boss wanted or the PDF you need to get started. Each of these three tools, when used in the right ways, will make your daily workflow more efficient and painless.

These three tools can also help make your daily routine more efficient. People who don’t work with clients or external partners probably only need to check their email once per day, and it will only take a few minutes. Instead, they can prioritize checking their internal communication tool a few times per day. The opposite may be true for a salesperson. Separating this communication means you can choose where you want to spend your time according to what matters most for your role, responding to the most important messages first instead of having to work through everything at once.

And let’s not forget that this system is optimized for team productivity. This isn’t just about you. Even if you don’t save any time on an individual level, the system should save time for your team as a whole because everything is organized and stored in the right place, with the right levels of visibility so others can quickly find the information they need without disrupting anyone.

So, I know I’m proposing a significant change in your daily workflow, but remember that there are benefits outside your own personal productivity at stake here. And in our experience, the vast majority of people experience major personal time savings when using these three tools instead of relying on one or two.

TASKS

Now that we’ve covered the basics, let’s take a deeper look at each level of a work management tool and cover some of the nuances and best practices for when and how to use each—starting with tasks.

Tasks may appear simple, but they still require some best practices if they are to be done efficiently. When we look at the traditional definition of a task, “a piece of work that someone has to do,”3 it can be broken down into a few key pieces.

A good task should typically be stored within its relevant project (or projects) and include:


	A short title that includes a verb. A hundred twenty characters or less is a good guideline to follow.

	A clear and actionable description so the assignee knows exactly what needs to get done.

	One assignee responsible for the work and who can be held accountable.

	A due date that works for everyone involved. (Start dates can also be helpful.)

	All relevant information required to complete the task, including step-by-step instructions, links, or attachments.

	A definition of done so that everyone is clear on what needs to be achieved and when the task can be marked complete.




Many tools allow for custom fields on tasks including dropdown menus, number fields, and much more. You can use this to show all kinds of information about a task like priority levels, estimated time to complete, and more.



Diffusion of Responsibility

Assigning tasks to one person—and one person only—is a particularly important point that is worth discussing, as it applies to more than just tasks in a work management tool.

Asana actually doesn’t allow multiple assignees on a task, and for good reason. There’s a phenomenon called “diffusion of responsibility,” which, according to Encyclopedia Britannica, “refers to the fact that as the number of bystanders increases, the personal responsibility that an individual bystander feels decreases. As a consequence, so does his or her tendency to help.”4

I’ve heard Tony Robbins sum this up with one simple phrase: “If more than one person owns something, then nobody owns it.” As soon as there are multiple people involved, everyone thinks that someone else will handle the work and it never ends up getting done. That causes an obvious productivity problem, but it also means no one is ready to take responsibility if something goes wrong. So, as a general rule, tasks should only ever be assigned to one person (even if your tool allows for multiple assignees).


Keep in mind that these rules don’t necessarily apply when assigning tasks to yourself. You’re welcome to follow them as they’ll probably make your life easier, but when assigning a task to yourself, just make sure there’s enough information so you can remember what needs to get done.

The Task Dance

One common objection people have with implementing a work management platform is that anyone is now able to assign them work without their consent. It’s a daunting proposition, especially when you’re already underwater. But the tool isn’t at fault here, it’s the way the tool is being used.

It’s important to understand that a task getting assigned to you is really more like a request.Just because a task has been assigned to you does not mean you have to do it. There needs to be a mutual agreement before work begins.

Ultimately, it’s no different from someone asking you to do something in person. If someone asks you to take something on and you’re already at capacity or you’re not the best person to be doing it, you can respond accordingly and figure it out together. The same applies in a work management tool.

Any time tasks are assigned, there needs to be a mutual agreement between the assignor and assignee. As the assignee, when you receive a new task you should ask yourself:


	Should we even be doing this?

	Is this within my role?

	Is someone else better suited for it?

	Is there enough clarity to get started on the work?

	Do I have all the links, attachments, or assets needed to get started?

	Does the due date make sense with my workload?



If the answer to any of those questions is no, you should leave a comment and come to a mutual agreement with the assignor. If the task is extremely unclear, you may even want to reassign it back to the assignor to have them provide more clarity before you begin. And if the task is better suited for someone else, you could assign it to that person while leaving a comment to update everyone involved.


Try to assign tasks at least one week in advance whenever possible. This gives the assignee enough notice to fit it into their workload without sacrificing other tasks.



There are no hard-and-fast rules here as this is ultimately something you need to align on with your team. But the overarching lesson is that you should always feel comfortable pushing back on tasks that are assigned to you that have any of the problems listed above. This is a common situation with work management tools—tasks are often tossed back and forth until everyone is aligned and the work itself is fully clarified, something I like to refer to as the “Task Dance.”

Nontraditional Tasks

While we’ve been looking at tasks in the “traditional” sense of the word, there are other use-cases for tasks within your work management tool that aren’t as traditional. To put it simply, being able to attach a due date to something and know it will never get lost is incredibly valuable—and it doesn’t have to just be relegated to getting work-related stuff done.

Going way back to personal productivity, tasks are a great way to get ideas out of your head or store information you want to refer back to at some point. For example, if I’m having a conversation with someone and they mention a concept I’d like to explore more, I may quickly make a task for myself to dive into it more later in the week. In just a few seconds, I can make that task and store it away for a better time. I know it won’t get lost.

Most work management tools also offer ways to create recurring tasks that will reappear based on whatever frequency you set (like weekly or monthly). These can free up your brain by serving as helpful reminders. You could create tasks to send your most important clients a birthday message (due yearly on their birthday) so you never forget. If there are certain tools or reports you need to check only once per week, you could set a weekly recurring task to check them so you never forget.

These types of nontraditional tasks can also be applied to your personal life. One of my team members, for example, has a weekly recurring task to check all of her personal financial accounts. She doesn’t exactly need a reminder for this, but that’s not the point. The point is that she never has to think about it. She just sees it pop up in her list of priorities for the day, quickly checks her accounts, then gets to work on her next priority. The same principle could be applied to all sorts of reminders, both recurring and not.

In most cases, these types of reminder tasks should not be stored within a project. This is another benefit of work management tools as opposed to project management tools—you can create personal tasks for yourself that aren’t attached to a specific project or initiative. A great productivity booster for nearly any role.


If you’d like to see additional examples of nontraditional tasks or what they look like in a work management tool, check out comeupforair.com for screenshots and more.



PROJECTS

The Project Management Institute (PMI) says that all projects “have a beginning and end. They have a team, a budget, a schedule, and a set of expectations the team needs to meet. Each project is unique and differs from routine operations—the ongoing activities of an organization—because projects reach a conclusion once the goal is achieved.”5

I like that definition and I’m sure you can relate to it. Those are all key indicators to align on when something is and isn’t a project. Uniqueness is particularly important because it helps to differentiate between what should be a process versus a project. With a project, you’re setting out for the first time, and while you might have a solid plan for how to complete the project, you’re not 100 percent clear on every little thing that needs to get done, who will do them, and the order in which they need to be completed. A process, meanwhile, is something you’ve done before. It’s repeatable. You can turn it into a checklist or a template. You know all of the steps involved and there’s no guesswork involved.


The ratio of processes to projects should increase over time as a function of an organization’s maturity. The younger a company is, the more they have to figure out, the more projects they’ll have. The more mature they get, the more of those projects should be transitioned to processes.



In the last part of this book, we’ll go in depth on processes. But for now, just remember that a project is unique whereas a process is repeatable.

When it comes to work management platforms, PMI’s definition really applies only to what we call a “traditional project.” With these tools, there are also many examples of “nontraditional projects” where the project feature is simply used to organize tasks in one place without a beginning, end, budget, schedule, or set of expectations that need to be met.

So, for our purposes, a project in a work management tool is simply a collection of tasks and milestones that may or may not have a start and end date. And with that in mind, let’s look at how these two types of projects—traditional and nontraditional—can be created and managed within your work management tool.


A project implies that there is enough work that it cannot be contained on a single task. Projects typically involve multiple tasks with multiple people, at a minimum.



Traditional Projects

Regardless of tool, there are a number of key elements to consider when you kick off a project with your team. In a work management tool, these can all be consolidated into the project itself so everyone can refer back to them as needed.

These elements include:


	An owner to plan out the strategy and be held ultimately accountable for successful delivery.

	A project manager to oversee the daily work and manage the team (sometimes the owner fulfills this role, but not always).

	A team to do the work, with clearly defined roles for each individual.

	A budget.

	Status updates to keep everyone on the same page.

	Clear and measurable success criteria to monitor progress and gauge results.



The more you can clarify and align on these factors from the beginning, the higher your chance of success becomes. In work management tools, this type of information should be stored somewhere within each project—in Asana, this is done in the overview tab. If there is no feature to specifically hold this information, it can be stored in a task within the project.

Once a project kicks off, there are two key components that must be created and updated to keep the project moving forward. First, there needs to be a timeline for how the project will be completed. At the outset, this may be unclear and might consist only of a few initial steps. But as the project progresses, the plan and timeline should be updated accordingly. This helps to align resources and people, so everyone is clear on where to put their efforts next and into the future.

One thing we also like to do at Leverage is conduct a postmortem before we get started on a new project—we call it a premortem. It’s counterintuitive, but the idea is to get together and imagine we’re at the end of the project. We ask ourselves, “What went wrong?” and “How could we have prevented those problems?” By thinking through these questions in the beginning, we can plan for anything that might go wrong and develop a risk-mitigation strategy, which is then included in the project overview.

The second component is recurring status updates. Status updates also serve to align the team by informing everyone of what’s been happening outside their specific role. But more importantly, they create a clear history of progress and help to shed light on any potential roadblocks or problems. When stored in a work management tool, these status updates become incredibly useful—and optimized for retrieval, which we know is important too.


Putting status updates in your work management tool also makes your meetings more efficient! Everyone will already be up to speed on past progress and the status of the project, meaning you can spend more time on what matters most.



Project status updates should be completed on a regular basis. We recommend weekly, but depending on the project, you may want to adjust to a longer time frame. At a high level, the status should clearly indicate whether the project is on track, at risk, or off track. You may also want to include a fourth option—on hold—to indicate projects that are not actively being worked on for one reason or another.

For status updates to work, there needs to be some alignment around what constitutes an on-track project versus one that is at risk or off track. But once again, this is something that will vary for every project. One simple example is that a client-facing project should be labeled at risk or off track if the client is unhappy for any reason (even if work is proceeding according to plan), but this factor wouldn’t apply to an internal project. As such, one of the first things you should do when kicking off a new project is to align on what each status indicator means.


Looking for more details? Consult comeupforair.com for a better look at how these indicators work in practice.



Here is a quick way to think about these indicators that you can expand on for each project at your organization.


	On track: Things are going to plan and you’re on track to hit your milestones.

	At risk: There are a few problems that may affect the project’s completion, but there’s a plan to solve them and get back on track.

	Off track: The project is likely to fail, and it is either impossible or unclear how to get back on track.



The bottom line is that frequent status updates will help to keep everyone aligned and the project on track. A good status update should include a quick description of what’s happened, the current state of the project, and what’s happening next. I also recommend that teams be conservative with their statuses—if anything, it’s better to err on the side of caution and mark a project at risk if you’re unsure whether it’s on track or not.

In the meetings chapter, I mentioned how Bo Kimbrough, the CEO of SkyePoint Decisions, used a work management tool to eliminate a three-hour meeting with his assistant and decrease time spent in meetings by 20 percent company-wide. Status updates were a big part of the solution, and his story is not uncommon—many of our clients are able to eliminate status meetings entirely thanks to this system, or at least make them significantly shorter. This can be a total game-changer for leaders, who often spend a majority of their time seeking out and reviewing updates from their team. Suddenly, they can get all the high-level information they need with just a few clicks instead of having to chase people. It’s a small change that can make a big difference.

All of these components are critical for pulling off a project successfully. But they won’t exactly apply to every project in your work management platform. That’s because many projects in these tools serve a different purpose and are what I call “nontraditional” projects.

Nontraditional Projects

A nontraditional project is simply a project in your work management tool that is used to organize tasks in some way. It doesn’t follow the traditional confines of a project because it isn’t actually a project—it’s just a group of tasks.

I’m sure you can already think of ways this could be used. Maybe you want to organize all of the miscellaneous tasks in a department. Maybe you want to create a project for yourself for housework-related reminders or personal to-do’s. Or maybe your team has an ongoing “project” like paid advertising that doesn’t have a start and end date or fit into the traditional definition of a project but involves lots of little tasks that should be grouped together.

These are all perfect examples of nontraditional projects in a work management tool. But let’s take it one step further and look at two examples of nontraditional projects that you may want to implement with your team.


In Asana, tasks can live in multiple projects. So you could add tasks that live in a traditional project to a nontraditional project for organizational purposes (without removing any critical info from the traditional project).



Meeting Agenda Projects

You could create a project to serve as a meeting agenda for a recurring meeting, where everyone can add tasks as individual agenda items. Then, in the meeting, you can pull up the agenda project and work through each task. When the agenda item has been discussed, you can either mark the task complete if nothing else needs to happen, or turn it into an action item and add it to the relevant place in your work management tool.

Content Calendar Projects

Creating, publishing, and promoting content can be a complicated process. It involves coordinating lots of different people and small tasks, but it’s not exactly a project in the traditional sense of the word. It is, however, a perfect example of a nontraditional project in a work management tool—by grouping all content-related tasks in one area, you can plan out all the work that needs to be done for each piece and monitor its status from conception to publication. This effectively turns the project into a content calendar, especially if your work management platform has a calendar view.

These two examples really just scratch the surface of what you can do with projects in a work management tool. Most organizations will have a variety of these two types of projects, and in some cases, they may even have more nontraditional projects than traditional. The lesson is that if you confine yourself to thinking only in terms of a “traditional project,” you’re missing out on a significant amount of the value these tools can provide—there are many situations where it’s beneficial to organize tasks in one area of your work management tool.


If you’re looking for more examples of nontraditional projects, we’ve compiled some of our favorite use-cases on comeupforair.com.



PORTFOLIOS

While projects tend to focus on the actual work (tasks and milestones) required to make progress, portfolios sit one level higher. To put it simply, a portfolio is to a project what a project is to a task. Portfolios hold projects, and just like a task can live in multiple projects, projects can live in multiple portfolios.

At this level of the hierarchy, we start to move away from actual “work” and into more high-level progress dashboards. Asana describes portfolios as “mission control for your teams,” and it’s an apt description. Whereas projects are all about execution, portfolios tend to be more about strategy. Just like a financial portfolio manager manages a group of investments to ensure a desired outcome for their client, organizations can use portfolios to decide which projects to invest in, at what time, and what percentage of resources should be allocated toward each.

But that doesn’t mean portfolios are only relevant for leaders. They’re quite useful for anyone as, just like projects, there are many other use-cases at the team and individual level.

At the end of the day, portfolios have two core functions:



	Creating a thirty-thousand-foot view of progress across teams.

	Organizing projects.



At Leverage, we have quarterly portfolios that hold our most important projects for the quarter and departmental portfolios that hold all the projects in each department. These allow our managers to keep an eye on their teams’ projects from afar. But on a more granular level, our team members will often create their own personal portfolios to organize their own work. For example, we have project managers that manage multiple projects—by combining them into one portfolio, they can easily view the status of each without having to comb through all the projects in our work management tool. Many of our team members will create personal portfolios simply to organize the projects they’re working on in one place.

In my case, I also have a portfolio called “Watch List,” which holds the projects I want to monitor closely. I try to keep it to less than five projects to keep it focused. The benefit of this is that I’ll check my watch list weekly to keep a close eye on these projects, whereas I’ll check our quarterly portfolio or departmental portfolios monthly. Those projects are important, but I don’t need to be monitoring them nearly as closely.

This has been a complete game-changer for me. Before portfolios, I would have to check in with each project owner at Leverage to keep track of all the various projects we were working on as a company. Now, I can view the progress of all our key projects with two clicks—and I can do it without bothering anyone or having to wait for a response.

USING ASANA TO WRITE THIS BOOK

At the time of writing this chapter, my book project is one of the projects in my watch list.

I’ve also separated our work on the book into two projects, a writing project and a marketing project. The writing project is broken into sections like ideas, pro tips, quotes, doing, materials to read, and more. If there’s anything I want my writer, Aidan, to keep in mind for the book, I can add it to the book project knowing that it will be addressed at some point. We meet at least once a week to go through the Asana project and talk through any unclarified tasks.

There are milestones for the book that include all our major deadlines, both internal and with our publisher. The milestones include things like “finish rough draft,” which is due a few months before our publisher’s deadline so we can have enough time to review and revise it. There are other milestones around gathering information for our case studies, creating additional resources, and more so we can plan out when all of the major pieces of work will be completed.

As Aidan works on the manuscript, he creates regular status updates that live within the project overview, so at a glance I can see if we’re on track or off track to meet our deadlines. I can also see if I’m blocking him in any way or if there are a high number of overdue tasks that I should be concerned about.

Those status updates then get pulled into my watchlist portfolio, where I can quickly see how we’re progressing with the book. When we finish writing the book and move into the marketing phase, I’ll take the writing project out of my watch list and move the marketing project into it.

You can see how these portfolios and projects are beneficial for me, as the author, to view the status of everything that’s going on. But it’s also helpful for Aidan, our head of marketing, and anyone else who will be involved to organize all their work and be able to access it quickly. They all know that as long as they add their ideas and future tasks to the relevant project, they will be dealt with at some point. And when they need to get book-related work done, it’s just a matter of working on their highest-priority tasks within each project.

CASE STUDY: BENEVITY

To see how this works on a larger scale, let’s look at the work we did with Benevity.

Benevity is a leader in global corporate purpose software, providing a suite of community investment and employee, customer, and nonprofit engagement solutions for iconic brands like Nike, Google, Coca-Cola, and Apple. Their services help organizations better attract, retain, and engage today’s diverse workforce, embed social action into their customer experiences, and positively affect their communities. Recognized as one of Fortune’s Impact 20, they’ve been wildly successful, having processed more than $8 billion in donations and 43 million hours of volunteering time to support 326,000 nonprofits worldwide.

As a startup, they grew quickly. In fact, they were ranked as the third-fastest growing Canadian startup in 2016, with over 5,800 percent revenue growth. But as impressive as this was, it meant they faced the same challenges that many fast-growing companies do. With so many initiatives and a rapidly changing work environment, they didn’t have time to introduce the work management systems that would help their team work together on complex, evolving plans efficiently and seamlessly. By the time they had grown to more than a thousand employees, this was becoming a real challenge.

We first worked with their marketing team, who found themselves in an all-too-relatable position. They were running multiple campaigns throughout the year that included multiple subcampaigns with multiple tactics in each—plus multiple team members and freelancers. Their work consisted of many layered projects across multiple teams, but the teams were often working in their own silos, handling their own work without sometimes knowing whether the plan as a whole was moving in the right direction.

And when we came in, they were getting ready for one of their biggest initiatives of the year—what they call Giving Season.

Giving Season consists of campaigns and multiple subcampaigns, each led by a marketing team member. And within each campaign there were multiple tactics, each involving multiple groups of people. To make things more complicated, there were also some tactics involved that didn’t belong to one specific subcampaign.

Oh, and they were managing all of this through a combination of Jira, Box, Slack, and Microsoft Excel—none of which were designed for managing this type of work.

It was like everyone was trying to navigate to the launch and the goals, but each team had a different piece of the map. Our goal was to get them all on the same map, with the same directions.

What they really needed was a way to oversee the entire campaign with all its subcampaigns, tactics, and teams in one place. Better yet, they needed a way to quickly visualize whether the campaign as a whole was moving forward in the way they wanted, and if it wasn’t, where the gaps were and what needed to be done to get it back on track.

We started by getting them on to Asana and working with their team to create an architecture that would organize all of those layered moving parts. The Giving Season campaign was the perfect place to start—and a perfect use case for portfolios and projects in Asana.

We first created a portfolio for Giving Season. This would house all the campaigns and tactics required to make this Giving Season successful. We assigned an owner, who would be responsible for keeping track of the status of each subcampaign and then reporting that progress to higher-ups.

From there, it was sort of like a Russian nesting doll. We created portfolios for each subcampaign, which lived inside the larger Giving Season portfolio. Each of those subcampaign portfolios contained projects for each tactic. Those projects then contained all the people and tasks required to complete the work for that specific tactic. Plus, there were a few tactics that didn’t belong to one specific campaign, which were simply added to the larger Giving Season portfolio as stand-alone projects.

This hierarchy of portfolios and projects held all of the work being done for the entire campaign, but in a highly organized way. Anyone could easily navigate through all of the subcampaigns and tactics to see what work was being done or jump in to help another team if needed. And not only that, but status updates made it easy to see progress from thirty thousand feet.

In this case, each tactic has a weekly status update—listing the project as on track, at risk, or off track and summarizing the work that had been done. Those status updates are then rolled up to determine the status of the subcampaign, and the status of each subcampaign is rolled up to determine the status of the entire Giving Season campaign.

What this means is that the campaign owner can quickly look into the Giving Season portfolio and see the status of each subcampaign. If everything is on track, they know things are running smoothly. If certain subcampaigns are at risk or off track, they can then open them up and dive deeper to see exactly what’s going on. When speaking with higher-ups, they can explain exactly where the campaign is at with very specific details, if needed.

The same can be said for anyone else. Each marketing manager can view the progress of their subcampaign with ease and find exactly where things are going wrong or where people need additional support. It’s all viewable with just a few clicks, and without bothering anyone or calling a meeting.

This type of Russian-nesting-doll architecture pops up again and again with teams across all industries. Most companies have large initiatives that consist of multiple teams focusing on multiple projects that are all interconnected. In cases like this, using a work management tool to create clear hierarchies with layered work and status updates gives everyone easy access to the information they need without having to waste time searching for updates or chasing people down.

SUPERCHARGING DAILY WORKFLOWS

The true value of a work management tool comes from using it every day with your team in a way that supercharges your daily workflows. We’ve spoken at length about how to think about these tools, the best practices for using them, and the benefits of various features. So let’s just take a minute to review the most important stuff.

Remember, there are three components to understand:


	Knowing when to use a work management tool versus other tools.

	Efficiently responding to comments and messages.

	Organizing and prioritizing your tasks.



Even if you and your team were to forget everything else from this chapter, mastering these three elements in your work management tool would put you far ahead of most organizations.

THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS


	If you want to know something’s going to get done, it should go in a work management tool.

	To make a work management tool effective for the entire team, everyone should get into the habit of organizing their tasks and responding to comments on a daily basis.

	Setting up and using a work management tool effectively can take time. Don’t expect this to happen overnight, and start with organizing tasks, then projects, then portfolios.



PRO TIPS


	Sometimes comments don’t need a reply, but they do need to be acknowledged. If your work management platform allows, leave a thumbs-up or “like” a comment to let the sender know you’ve seen their message; it’s quicker than typing (or reading) a reply.

	If you decide to create a meeting agenda project, consider creating a section for each person in the meeting. That way, they can create agenda items (tasks) without assigning them to themselves and cluttering up their list of tasks.

	Work management tools allow you to shift due dates easily, but try to be realistic about when you can get work done. Many people are overambitious with their due dates and end up having to push tasks back many times. Creating a realistic due date from the start will help make priorities clear for your team and save time as you won’t have to defer it multiple times.

	If you know you’ll be hiring a new team member, consider creating a fake user in your work management tool to represent them. People can then assign relevant tasks to the fake user, and when the real employee is onboarded, the tasks can then be reassigned to them. This can also be helpful if people are over capacity, as they can offload tasks they want to get off their plate to the fake user. Based on that list of tasks, you can then determine who your next hire should be.

	If you liked the information about portfolios, be sure to check out a webinar I did called “How to Get a Grip on Your Business with Two Clicks.” You can find it on comeupforair.com.



WHAT’S NEXT?

Now that we’ve covered how these tools work on a fundamental level, it’s time to put them to use with your team. In the following chapter, we’re going to learn how to implement an incredibly useful system that you and your team can use to plan out what you’re going to work on from week to week. It’s an inherently simple process that can be implemented with or without a work management tool, and it’s the key to making consistent progress with your team while ensuring that no one is overloaded or over capacity.
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Workloads and Capacities


I have infinite capacity to do more work as long as you don’t mind that my quality approaches zero.

—SCOTT ADAMS,

author and cartoonist, creator of the Dilbert comic strip




PROBLEM: Most people don’t know their true bandwidth because they’ve never taken into account how much time they spend in meetings and other activities within their role. This results in unrealistic estimates for how much time they have to spend on new work and forces them to work long hours to get everything done.

SOLUTION: Estimating the amount of time spent in meetings and on administrative work is the key to calculating how much time someone really has for new work. Once everyone has done this calculation, people can assign themselves a realistic workload while still ensuring that the highest-priority work gets done.



After building my own company and working with hundreds of others, I’ve found that most leaders want the same things from their teams.

In general, they’re not looking for superhuman capabilities. They’re not expecting employees to dedicate their entire lives to the company or reinvent the business or provide unbelievable results. They don’t want their employees to burn out.

What they want is quite simple:


	They want to know that work is getting done in the right order, by the right person, on time, and without duplicating efforts.

	They want to know that their team is always putting their efforts in the right place and focusing on projects that will drive the organization forward.

	They want accountability, transparency, and visibility.

	They want mutual expectations.

	They want to avoid employee burnout.

	They want to know what’s been completed, what’s getting done now, what’s blocked, and what’s coming up.

	They want to know the status of projects, including which projects are on track, which are off track, which are blocked and why.

	They want to know who has extra bandwidth, who’s at capacity, and who’s over capacity.

	And they want to be able to easily find all this information without nagging, micromanaging, or breathing down the necks of their employees.



In other words, they want a well-oiled machine that will make consistent progress with or without their involvement.

But this book isn’t just for managers and executives. A good system should also work well for the individuals who will be doing the work. Their priorities are different from a manager or executive, but they’re just as important.

Team members want what most people want:


	They want a good work-life balance.

	They want to know the impact of their work and how it affects larger goals.

	They want to know that they are putting their efforts in the right place.

	They want to have input on what they are working on and how it gets done.

	They want their superiors and coworkers to recognize their hard work and accomplishments.

	They want to avoid feeling overwhelmed, overloaded, or burned out.

	They want clear priorities with realistic deadlines and a realistic workload.

	They want to be able to spend their time on high-value work that utilizes their unique skills.

	They want to improve their skills and advance their careers.



These are just as important as, if not more important than, what a CEO wants from their team. When highly skilled teams have their needs met and are able to work in a productive environment that makes work enjoyable, they produce greater results. In fact, studies have shown that happy workers are 12 percent more productive and use their time more effectively.1

Sprint planning is a simple process that allows both sides to get what they want without compromise. The outcome is a less stressful, healthier working environment where people enjoy the work they do and are empowered to take matters into their own hands. Above all, it creates mutual expectations between managers and employees, aligning everyone on priorities and ensuring that consistent progress is made without causing burnout.

I like to think of it like a crew team. When everyone on the team is rowing in the right direction and at the right time, things go smoothly. When they’re not, it gets messy. Sprint planning helps teams row in the right direction together.


Many problems in the workplace are simply the result of misaligned expectations. Sprint planning creates mutual expectations between managers, employees, and fellow team members around what can and can’t be accomplished in a given time frame.



I’m going to assume that you have a few projects that you and your team are actively working on, as well as some non-project-related work. Sprint planning is the process you’ll use to prioritize everyone’s time and ensure that progress is being made on those projects while also allocating the right amount of time for everything else.

SPRINT PLANNING THEORY

Sprint planning is not my invention—far from it, in fact, as the concept has been around for decades and is in common use among many industries. You could even argue that “sprint planning” as an abstract concept is how many of the largest projects in human history have been completed; they just didn’t refer to it as such.

Sprint planning is a method for getting work done that originates from a software development methodology called Agile, an iterative approach to project management where teams work in small but consumable increments. Simply put, the idea is for a team to agree to complete a certain amount of work within a short time period called a “sprint.”2 Typically, this work is related to a larger project, so the team will look at what needs to happen to move the project forward and agree to complete the highest-priority tasks during an upcoming sprint. When the sprint is over, they reassess and plan for the next sprint.

This way of working can be very beneficial for fast-moving teams as it’s far easier to predict what can get done in a shorter time period, which helps to ensure that there are no big surprises toward the end of the project’s timeline. It also breaks large, intimidating projects into manageable chunks.


A QUICK CLARIFICATION! There is an entire world of Agile project management methodologies and philosophies. Sprint planning, in some shape or form, is included in many of them—primarily Scrum and Kanban. If you’re interested in a deeper level of understanding, I recommend checking out the Project Management Institute at PMI.org.

In this chapter, we’ll be discussing my variation on sprint planning—it is not “true” sprint planning as defined by a scrum master (which is a very real title). What I’ve done is taken the sprint planning framework and tweaked it to be more flexible and approachable for the average team. It can also be used for planning out both (traditional) project- and non-project-related work. Really, it’s just a simple way to align on workloads, capacities, and priorities.

With these changes, I am confident that it can work for nearly any team in any industry. And it can be implemented by nearly anyone, regardless of skill or experience, in a work management tool.

If you and your team are currently using a project management methodology like Scrum, Kanban, or Agile, this will be a nice complement to what you’re doing. If you don’t have a system for balancing workloads and capacities, you’ll find this method to be very helpful in coming up for air.



In a perfect world, you would know every single task that’s required to complete a project. But we don’t live in a perfect world, and there are too many unknowns at the beginning of most projects for this to happen. You can probably see how this would be helpful for something as complicated as developing a new piece of software. But this way of working isn’t just relegated to software development.

When John F. Kennedy set out to put a man on the moon, NASA wasn’t sure how they were going to do it, but they did know it would involve lots of complicated projects, like creating space suits for their astronauts to walk safely on the moon and building a lunar lander to get them there. They had to methodically work through all the unknown aspects of each project to get Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin to the moon (and get them back).

In essence, they did what human beings have done for millennia: They started with a goal and worked backward to figure out the milestones that needed to happen to achieve it. Then they got to work by starting with what they already knew and going from there, solving the first problem, then the next problem, then the next. That’s where sprint planning excels. It helps teams break down complex projects into manageable tasks and prioritize them from week to week so they’re always focused on what matters most at any given time. This system removes any guesswork from the equation, allowing teams to methodically work through their highest priorities to achieve the desired outcome even when the path ahead is unclear.

And while traditional sprint planning typically focuses on work within a project, our variation of sprint planning is designed for any combination of project- or non-project-related work. So whether you’re working on multiple projects or none at all, you can use it to make sure you’re getting the highest-priority work done from week to week.

With all that said, here’s what you really need to know, for our purposes:


	A sprint is typically anywhere from one week to one month.

	At the beginning of each sprint, work is prioritized and assigned to each individual with the expectation that they’ll get it done by the end of the sprint.

	Time for meetings, administrative work, and other necessary activities are taken into account to ensure that everyone’s workload is reasonable and doable.

	As more work comes up, it is added to the next sprint, or the current sprint is reprioritized to accommodate it.

	At the end of the sprint, everyone looks back to celebrate what they accomplished, and the next sprint is planned.



Let’s look at how it works in practice.


We find that weekly sprints are typically best, especially for young companies where priorities are constantly shifting. For established teams where priorities are more stable, there is a benefit to doing longer sprints as you can focus on bigger tasks and spend less time planning. Sprint length is a good example of a team-level agreement, which can vary between teams at an organization.



GETTING READY TO SPRINT

In the following sections, I’ll be explaining how to set up a system for sprint planning with your team in a work management tool. Our preferred tool, Asana, has several key features (mainly the Workload view and Portfolio messages) that make it perfect for this system, but there are many ways to implement a system like this regardless of tool. You could even do it in a spreadsheet if you really wanted to.

When I look at the abstract concept of sprint planning, it’s quite simple. Individuals agree to complete a set amount of work in a set period of time. But to do that, you first need to figure out how much time you have available to dedicate toward new work.

To put it simply, if you work forty hours per week but you spend fifteen hours in meetings, ten hours on email, and five hours on recurring work that is essential to your role, you have only ten hours of remaining bandwidth. Yet most people just assume they have forty hours of bandwidth every week and, as a result, bite off more than they can chew. When they get to the end of the week, they haven’t even come close to getting everything done, and they feel as if they’re underwater. The worst part is that since they’ve already agreed to this amount of work, it’s not as if they can just skip it—it has to get done, and they’re forced to work after hours.

This is the problem we’re going to solve with sprint planning, and it all revolves around a simple formula:


Bandwidth = Capacity - Admin - Meetings




	Bandwidth: time available for new work

	Capacity: the total time you’re expected to work (say, forty hours per week)

	Admin: time spent on administrative tasks and other responsibilities within your role

	Meetings: time spent in meetings



When calculating bandwidth, each of these variables should be inputted as the number of hours within the upcoming sprint period. So if your team does weekly sprints, you’d fill in your weekly capacity and the number of hours you anticipate spending on admin and meetings for the week ahead. If your team does biweekly sprints, you’d calculate these numbers for the next two weeks.

Capacity is typically a constant, as most people are expected to work the same number of hours every week, whether it’s forty, fifty, or for part-timers, twenty-five hours per week. Admin is often a constant as well, although it may vary from week to week. Meetings are variable and determined by looking at your calendar.

The idea is inherently simple. At the beginning of each sprint you take your capacity, then subtract the time you estimate spending on admin and meetings during the upcoming sprint. This will leave you with your remaining bandwidth, which is the amount of time you can dedicate toward new tasks. By adding an estimated number of hours to your tasks, you can then just assign yourself the highest-priority tasks until you’ve used all your remaining bandwidth. That way, you’ve given yourself enough time to get everything “else” done and assigned yourself a reasonable amount of new work to do, ensuring you won’t be overloaded.

Let’s input the previous example into this formula to see how it works in practice. To keep things simple, we’ll assume you and your team are doing weekly sprints and you work forty hours per week.

Your capacity is forty hours. Your admin consists of both the ten hours of email and five hours of recurring work, so fifteen in total. And you’ve got fifteen hours of meetings on your calendar.

Bandwidth = Capacity – Admin – Meetings

Bandwidth = 40 – 15 – 15

Bandwidth = 10

When we plug those numbers into the formula, we can see that you have ten hours of bandwidth for the week. From there, you look through your highest-priority tasks in your work management tool and see that you have two four-hour tasks and two one-hour tasks. That adds up to a total of ten hours, so you add them to your plate for the week, and you’re done!

This might seem like an overly simple process, and it is. The problem is that no one actually does it! And it’s the primary reason why so many people feel underwater at work.

In chapter 1, I pointed out that 58 percent of employees’ time is spent on “work about work”—activities such as communicating about tasks, hunting down documents, and managing shifting priorities—yet these same people believed they were spending around 35 percent of their time on this. Most people don’t consider all the time they have to spend on “other” activities within their role, like meetings, checking email, communicating with their team, and completing ad hoc or recurring processes. This system solves that problem.

But I understand that allocating exact hours to admin, meetings, and tasks might seem challenging, or even like another level of micromanagement. The first thing I’ll tell you is that these are estimates. Sprint planning is an exercise in alignment—the idea is for everyone to align with their manager and team around what they can reasonably accomplish in a given sprint, not to precisely allocate every single hour of your workday.

The second is that it’s probably easier than you think. I often remind my team that if they’re spending more than five or ten minutes planning their sprint, something is wrong. Let’s take a closer look at how to address admin and meetings, and you’ll see what I mean.

Admin

Allocating time toward meetings and admin is crucial, as this allows you to calculate your true bandwidth. The reality is that most people who work a forty-hour workweek probably have less than twenty hours of bandwidth after they take out the amount of time they spend on admin and in meetings. And in our experience, it’s not uncommon for it to be far less.

Admin accounts for time spent on communication and all the other recurring activities you’re responsible for within your role. When we work with teams, we find that most people spend at least two hours per day on communication, which is a combination of email, internal communication, and project-related communication in tools like Asana. It could be more or less depending on the role. If you’re unsure of how much time you spend on this, two hours per day is a good place to start.

Recurring activities are all of the “other” things that need to happen regardless of the work you might want to focus on in the sprint. They’re nonnegotiable. If you’re a social media manager, you probably need to devote a certain number of hours to managing your organization’s social media accounts. Others may have certain functions within their role like scheduling, managing projects, submitting expenses, and more that could contribute to this number.

The idea is to settle on a number of hours to account for all of these recurring activities and, ideally, keep that number constant from sprint to sprint. It can be changed if needed, but ideally it will live as a constant number that accounts for everything you need to do to keep the lights on in your role. If this sounds overly difficult, just start with your best guess and work from there—as you plan more and more sprints, it will become more accurate over time. But again, there’s no need to get bogged down in exact numbers.

Meetings


Calculating time spent in meetings is pretty straightforward. You can just look at your calendar and calculate the number of hours you’ll be in meetings during the upcoming sprint. In some cases, you may have meetings that are not yet scheduled or ad hoc meetings that crop up throughout the sprint. Those can be estimated, and your time spent in meetings can also be updated during the sprint if need be.


Recurring administrative work keeps the machine running. It’s the stuff you’ve already committed to just by showing up to work.



CALCULATING BANDWIDTH

Once you’ve determined your admin and meeting time, the process is very simple. Just plug them into the formula (Bandwidth = Capacity – Admin – Meetings) to find the actual amount of time you have to dedicate toward new tasks and projects. By attaching an estimated number of hours to your tasks, you can then look through your highest-priority work and assign yourself tasks until you’ve utilized your full bandwidth (see figure 8).

I once went through this exercise of calculating bandwidth with a group of about twenty business leaders. I had them each set their capacity and go through their calendar for the week ahead to calculate their time spent in meetings. Then I had them estimate how much time they spend checking email and their internal communication tools every day. I don’t think there was a single person in the room who had more than ten hours left to work on tasks and projects. There were many who were over their set capacity just from admin and meetings alone, so they literally had no extra bandwidth for new work.
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FIGURE 8

Here’s an actual example from that exercise. This is from our client Bo Kimbrough, the CEO of SkyePoint Decisions, who we spoke about in the Meetings chapter. (see figure 9). Feel free to follow along and input your own hours to the right.

As you can see, Bo had only four hours to work on additional work in the coming week. Now, Bo is a slightly unique case in that he’s a CEO. It’s not uncommon for a CEO to only have four hours of bandwidth in a given week, but the problem is that Bo hadn’t accounted for this. He was already planning on putting more than four hours of additional work on his plate for the week ahead, so he was already operating over capacity. The other problem is that if he’s spending forty-six hours of his time on admin and meetings in any given week, he’s stuck working in his business instead of on his business.

And he’s not the only one. This situation is very, very common. For whatever reason, most people don’t take the time to sit down and look at how much bandwidth they actually have. And that’s a problem.
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FIGURE 9

In Bo’s case, he has four potential solutions:


	Make his plate bigger (increase his capacity).

	Decrease his admin time.

	Decrease his time in meetings.

	Take things off his plate.



Number two is the obvious choice, seeing as he’s spending a whopping twenty-five hours per week on admin. If Bo could shave just four hours off his weekly admin time, his bandwidth would immediately jump from four to eight hours, effectively doubling his productivity. This is a perfect example of why something like Inbox Zero, which might seem insignificant, can actually equate to significant productivity gains.


As a business owner, Bo wanted to ideally cut his work week down to twenty hours. Yet, after this exercise, he realized he was already committing to more than double that.



Why don’t you try it yourself? It should only take a few minutes—but I must warn you, the results may be shocking.

Getting Started

Now, while this system doesn’t technically require a work management tool, it does work more fluidly and seamlessly with one. There are numerous benefits over trying to conduct sprint planning in something like a spreadsheet or, even worse, email.

In Asana, the best way to implement this is to create a sprint portfolio to hold all the work in a given sprint. At the beginning of each sprint, everyone on the team adds their work to the sprint portfolio. With the workload feature and a custom field for estimated hours, it can then autocalculate everyone’s capacity, clearly showing who is over or under capacity. Asana is particularly helpful for sprint planning for this reason, and because tasks from multiple projects can all be gathered in the sprint portfolio—meaning you can add a task from an important project to the sprint board without having to remove it from said project. Everything is visible at a glance and retrievable with just a couple of clicks.

Regardless of which tool you use, the idea is to collect all the work that will be focused on during the sprint in one area. That way, everyone can see what everyone else is working on. The primary benefit of doing this in a work management platform is that tasks can easily be moved around and reprioritized. If someone needs to shift their sprint to accommodate some new task, they can do that easily—and it will be auto-updated so there’s always one point of truth.

With a system like this, managers can check in on their team without asking for status updates, and team members can check in to see how their coworker is making out with a task that affects their own work. The only thing left to do after setting this up is to figure out how you’ll use it with your team. That, again, is quite simple—let’s discuss.

SYNCHRONIZED SPRINTING

The beauty of sprint planning is that, once a team gets used to operating in this way, the system practically runs itself. The only part that is slightly difficult is deciding which tasks to add to the sprint, but even that is not all that complicated. I’d bet that, right now, you could list off most of your top priorities for next week in just a few minutes.

That’s why I always recommend having individual team members do a first draft of their own sprints. After all, who better to plan out their work than the people who will actually be doing it? For the most part, the individual team members who are pushing projects forward know what should be done next. In some cases, they may even be more attuned to this than their manager. This draft is required prework for a meeting at the beginning of every sprint, where everyone’s sprints will be finalized.


Let’s use my writer and Leverage’s head of content, Aidan, as an example. He is usually working on a few different projects at once, in addition to non-project-related work like writing one-off articles. From my end, I just want to make sure that, by Monday, we’re aligned and he is working on the highest-priority tasks for the week. He’ll plan his sprint out on Friday and send out a message with the high-level details, which includes his priorities for the week and where he’ll be allocating his time.

Here’s how he allocated his time on a previous sprint:


	Client Newsletter: 2 hours

	Meetings: 4 hours

	Asana Quick Start PDF: 5 hours

	Inbox Zero Quick Start PDF: 5 hours

	Guest article: 6 hours

	Leverage Blog Post: 8 hours

	Admin: 8 hours

	Leverage Academy: 12 hours

	Total: 50 hours



At a high level, I can quickly review this and make sure it’s in line with what I was anticipating (which it usually is). If I need him to jump on something urgent or if he’s focusing on something I don’t see as a priority, I can then discuss that with him in our recurring Monday meeting and we’ll alter his sprint together if necessary.

This takes him about five to ten minutes to put together, and it takes me just minutes to review. Nine times out of ten, I have no changes and give him the go-ahead to move forward with his plan for the week. The same could be said for most of my team.

Ray Dalio, in his book Principles: Life and Work, said, “To me, the greatest success you can have as the person in charge is to orchestrate others to do things well without you.” As you can see, sprint planning comes pretty damn close (figure 10). The system practically runs itself.
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FIGURE 10


If you’re looking for more step-by-step guidance on how to run this sprint planning system in a work management tool, you can find more details on comeupforair.com.



Growing Pains

As you adopt this new method of working, you and your team may encounter a few growing pains. Tony Robbins famously says, “Most people overestimate what they can do in a year and underestimate what they can do in two or three decades.” A similar theory holds true for sprint planning. One of the most common growing pains we see is that people tend to overestimate what they can accomplish in a few hours and underestimate how long they spend on admin work in their role. When this happens, they get to the end of their sprint feeling discouraged that they weren’t able to get everything done. Really, they were just a bit overzealous in their planning—not a huge deal. If you encounter this yourself, I recommend revisiting your admin time and giving yourself a bit more buffer in your estimated hours on tasks. Over time, you should be able to refine those numbers and get into a rhythm where this rarely happens.


Sprint planning is not an exercise in micromanagement. It’s an exercise in alignment.



Another common and serious pitfall is the frequency of “urgent” tasks, which can quickly derail sprints. Urgent tasks are sometimes warranted, but too many can cause problems. They create a chaotic work environment where everyone is putting out one fire after the next. This, in turn, affects the quality of work being done as people can’t dedicate the right amount of time to what they’re doing.


The reality is that most seemingly urgent tasks aren’t that urgent. Just like the world won’t come to an end if you don’t respond to an email right away, in most cases the company isn’t going to crumble if one person doesn’t drop everything for an urgent task.


Urgent tasks are one of the most common complaints we hear from teams we work with. If urgent tasks are popping up constantly, it’s time to take a step back to look at how you and your team are working. If everything is urgent, nothing is.



Here’s how you can handle “urgent” tasks in the middle of a sprint:


	Ask if the task can be moved to the next sprint. People often view a task as urgent, but when they actually consider whether it needs to happen immediately or if it can wait until next week, they realize it makes no major difference.

	If it can’t, consider what needs to be pushed back to accommodate it. To prevent people from going over capacity, any new task that comes in means something else will need to be pushed out. Often, when you (and the person assigning you the task) look at what would need to be pushed you’ll realize this urgent task is actually a lower priority and can be completed in the next sprint.

	If the urgent task is deemed truly urgent, shift your sprint accordingly by adding the lowest-priority work to the next sprint. Let your manager know of this change so they have visibility into your new priorities. If other people are affected by these changes, be sure to let them know too.



I’ve had direct reports who were having their sprints derailed week after week because they had to jump on urgent tasks. Only after investigating did I find out that these “urgent” tasks were not truly urgent and could have been planned further in advance by the person assigning them. This was ultimately the symptom of a larger problem: we weren’t planning projects well enough in advance and people weren’t thinking through all of the steps required to complete certain types of work.

If those direct reports had simply informed me of those urgent tasks as they came in, I could (and would) have done something to fix the problem before it became a larger issue. In the end, the problem was fixed—but many valuable weeks were wasted in the process.

SPRINTING TO SUCCESS

I’d like to take a moment to first acknowledge the significance of what we just covered and then share some tips on how to actually get this started with your team. Changing the way you work is difficult, but I truly think you’ll love the benefit of sprint planning.

This system empowers team members to own their work and set their own priorities. It helps them to add the right amount of work to their plate each week, so they’re not forced to work late or “catch up” on the weekends. It gives them clear recourse if someone assigns them extra work (“I’m already at capacity, can we add this to the next sprint?”). And it cuts down on the amount of time they need to spend in meetings, as most of the sprint is planned asynchronously.

It also does double duty as a kind of “audit” of how everyone spends their time. In the beginning, there may be some shocking revelations about how much time you spend in meetings or on email. This can then be addressed! Maybe there are some unnecessary meetings that can be removed, or people are spending time on low-value activities that aren’t a priority. Getting a clear picture of how people spend their time can tell you a lot about how an organization operates.

THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Sprint planning solves many of the underlying problems that cause people to feel as if they’re drowning in work.

	Bandwidth = Capacity - Admin - Meetings

	Preparing for growing pains and roadblocks ahead of time will make changing the way you work much easier.



PRO TIPS


	Clearly label urgent tasks by adding [urgent] in the title. This not only makes it clear which tasks are urgent but will help you to visualize how often this happens and whether certain tasks are actually urgent.

	If you’re having trouble coming up with estimated hours, consider using Fibonacci numbers. The Fibonacci sequence is a famous mathematical sequence that appears unexpectedly in many areas. It goes like this: 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55 . . . Instead of agonizing over whether a task will take 11 or 12 hours, you can just select a number from the sequence. The idea is that there is enough space between these numbers where there will generally be one obvious choice. For example, my writer, Aidan, can’t definitively say how many hours it will take to write a book chapter. But he does know it will be more than twenty-one hours and less than fifty-five. So thirty-four is the logical choice. This system is very useful for large tasks that are difficult to estimate.

	It usually takes a little while for teams to get into the swing of sprint planning. We’ve compiled a list of the most common growing pains and how to avoid them on comeupforair.com.



WHAT’S NEXT?

We just covered one of the most valuable areas of the CPR Framework. Sprint planning has the potential to drastically improve the way you and your team work from week to week and is perhaps the most effective way for teams to come up for air.

Now, we’ll look beyond the daily minutiae. Where is your organization headed? How will you get there? And how will you know you’ve arrived? These are all questions that will be answered as we dive into one of the most important parts of operating a business: Objectives and Key Results.
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Goals and Planning


It’s better to go slowly in the right direction than go speeding off in the wrong direction.

—SIMON SINEK,

author of Start with Why: How Great Leaders

Inspire Everyone to Take Action




PROBLEM: Most organizations don’t hit their goals. It’s not because they aren’t capable but because they don’t have a system for aligning on what matters most, measuring their progress, and tying goals to the work needed to achieve them.

SOLUTION: Implementing a goal-setting system that enables a team to align on what matters most, track progress in real time, and clarify what success looks like is the key to making consistent progress toward achieving an organization’s long-term mission.



How often does your organization set goals? How often do you reach them? How many times has a goal fallen by the wayside because everyone got bogged down in other, “more important” work?

Unfortunately, studies have shown that a majority of companies meet less than half their goals.1 Plus, only 26 percent of knowledge workers clearly understand how their work contributes to company goals, and that’s a problem.2

Organizations need to have goals to push themselves forward, but more importantly, they need a plan for how to achieve them and systems to track their progress. Too many teams set goals for themselves without taking the time to think through even the most basic questions surrounding them, like:


	How will we know we’ve achieved the goal?

	How and where are we going to measure our progress?

	What work needs to get done to achieve the goal?



If you can’t answer fundamental questions like this, then you’re simply hoping to achieve your goals. And I don’t know about you, but for me, hope is not a planning strategy.

We’ve just covered how to get work done efficiently from week to week. But even if you’re working as efficiently as possible, you won’t be very effective if you’re focusing on the wrong things. Nothing is worse than moving fast in the wrong direction. That’s what this chapter is all about. Implementing a clear strategy for setting and achieving goals is one of the best leverage points in any business.


Planning strategies improve both efficiency and effectiveness. They make teams more effective by aligning on what matters most and more efficient by giving them ownership to make the right decisions on their own.



PLANNING SYSTEMS

Over the years, I’ve experimented with several different planning and goal-setting systems. Despite different names and terminology, most of them are quite similar—they involve aligning around a long-term goal, clarifying how progress will be measured, and then figuring out what needs to happen in the short term to achieve it.

The system that I’ve settled on with my own business and that we implement with our clients is called Objectives and Key Results (OKRs). It’s a collaborative goal-setting framework for defining and tracking goals and their outcomes. They empower teams and individuals to create challenging, ambitious goals with measurable results.

This framework has been used at many major tech companies like Google, Intel, LinkedIn, Twitter, and more—and many would say that it has been instrumental in their success. It is often used by startups and growing companies to organize their focus, clarify their priorities, and chart a clear trajectory to their future visions.


OKRs provide clarity, focus, alignment, and accountability.



When everyone is clear on what matters most, individuals are empowered to make their own decisions and focus on what they see as most important to achieve the desired end result.

OKRs can also be added to most work management tools so that goals are tied to the work being done to achieve them. The Leverage “special sauce” is that we’ve created a specific process for building out our OKRs, clarifying how they’ll be measured, incorporating them into our work management tool, and then creating the requisite projects, milestones, and tasks required to make progress toward them. At the beginning of the planning period, it’s very clear what we need to do to achieve our goals, and at the end, it’s very clear whether we have or have not achieved them (and why).

OBJECTIVES AND KEY RESULTS

OKRs are a type of business goal that consists of two components: an objective and three to five key results (see figure 11). Objectives are large, qualitative goals that are then tied to several key results. Key results are more quantitative measures that are used to define the success of the objective they’re tied to. The combination of these two components—a qualitative objective with several quantitative, measurable key results—is why this framework provides so much clarity. Even a vague qualitative objective can be broken down into specific key results that are measurable and attainable. It then becomes a simple matter of achieving each key result and monitoring your progress along the way.
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FIGURE 11

The idea is to take a qualitative objective (maybe something like “become the preeminent authority in our industry”) and then ask yourself, “What targets do we need to measure and hit to guarantee the objective has been met?” These targets then become the key results, and the progress made toward those key results rolls up to determine the progress of the corresponding objective. (If you’re familiar with leading and lagging indicators, you can think of objectives as lagging indicators and key results as leading indicators.)

A key result will typically be focused on achieving a specific metric, like generating $300,000 in profit or hiring ten new team members. In some cases, it could also be the completion of a milestone or project, like transitioning to a new payroll system. That is not a metric or number, but it is a project that, when completed, will help you to achieve a larger objective around improving accounting processes.

But regardless of how they’re measured, the most important part is that they are measurable. This is what defines a key result. If a key result isn’t measurable, it’s then unclear whether it has been achieved—and, subsequently, it’s unclear whether the corresponding objective has been achieved.

Here are three quick examples of OKRs that will help you see how this works in practice.

OKR #1

Objective: Improve Financial Health


	Key Result 1: increase profit from $10 to $40 million

	Key Result 2: increase revenue from $50 to $100 million

	Key Result 3: increase annual recurring revenue from $30 to $80 million

	Key Result 4: increase LTV:CAC (customer lifetime value to customer acquisition cost) ratio from 1.5 to 2



OKR #2

Objective: Improve Team Performance


	Key Result 1: develop a new and improved hiring system

	Key Result 2: hire five new team members

	Key Result 3: implement an internal-systems training program



OKR #3

Objective: Increase Marketing Reach


	Key Result 1: generate 5 million views on thought leadership articles

	Key Result 2: generate 100,000 new newsletter subscribers

	Key Result 3: increase podcast subscribers to 250,000

	Key Result 4: increase YouTube subscribers to 100,000



You can see how, even though the objectives are qualitative, the addition of measurable key results makes it very clear whether a team has achieved them or not. When goals aren’t met, it’s also clear why. Steps can then be taken to adjust the OKRs for the next quarter or year based on what you’ve learned.


Want to go deeper on these examples? We have more in-depth explanations of each on comeupforair.com, which explain how we came up with each key result and their targets.



OKRs are an iterative process that can take a while to get right. In our experience, it usually takes an average of five quarterly cycles for teams to figure out how to set their most useful goals and targets. This is because it usually takes one full annual planning cycle to learn how to effectively implement the system.

So if you’re starting this process for the first time, approach the first few goal-setting cycles more like learning opportunities that you can use to refine what matters most and how you want to measure progress.


OKRs serve as your north star. They provide direction on priority, so that everyone at an organization understands what matters most in the given time frame.



Annual and Quarterly OKRs

With OKRs, the idea is to visualize where you want to be a year from now and consider what needs to happen from quarter to quarter to feel like you’ve made meaningful progress—this is then put into practice by creating both annual and quarterly OKRs.

Our in-house OKR expert often equates annual OKRs to a cross-country road trip. Quarterly OKRs are like legs of the journey. Those shorter legs break up the journey, but they also provide an opportunity to change the path of the overall road trip (or even the final destination) as you go. The OKR process as a whole is the navigation system that will get you there, and just like a GPS will automatically recalculate your route if you get off course, so can OKRs.

Let’s use the previous financial health OKR as an example:

Objective: Improve Financial Health

Key Result 1: increase profit from $10 to $40 million

Key Result 2: increase revenue from $50 to $100 million

Key Result 3: increase annual recurring revenue from $30 to $80 million

Key Result 4: increase LTV:CAC ratio from 1.5 to 2

This is an annual OKR, and you can see how it would make sense to break it down into four quarterly OKRs to make sure consistent progress is made throughout the year. The targets for each key result could be divided however you like. One simple way would be by dividing evenly by four, so the Q1 OKR might have key results like “generate $10 million in profit” and “generate $20 million in new annual recurring revenue.” Then it becomes a simple matter of completing each quarterly OKR to achieve the annual OKR.

But you don’t have to break these numbers up evenly between quarters. If you have work in the pipeline that will ramp up your revenue generation throughout the year, it might make sense to shoot for a lower target in Q1 and increase the target each quarter to reach your annual goal.

Quarterly OKRs also don’t need to be created from annual OKRs. There are often short-term priorities that need to be considered on a quarterly basis—like implementing a new software or making an improvement to a marketing strategy—that are not directly tied to a yearly objective, and that’s fine. Those can sit on their own, not tied to an annual OKR.

Company and Team OKRs

OKRs are also often separated by company and team. There are some OKRs that sit at a company level (cross-departmental initiatives like increasing revenue or generating new customers) and some that sit at a team level (like rolling out a new marketing strategy or improving an HR process). A company OKR focused on increasing financial health might be supported by several team OKRs within the marketing, sales, and delivery teams, for example.

Separating OKRs by company and team helps to improve accountability by ensuring that the people who are responsible for doing the work are also responsible for the outcome of the relevant OKR.

And speaking of accountability, within an OKR both the objective and each key result must have a designated owner. Depending on the work being done, there may be different owners for each component, but just like tasks and projects, the important thing is that there is one—and only one—owner for each. Typically, key results are owned by the people doing the relevant work while objectives are owned by people in a more managerial role.

ALIGNING ON WHAT MATTERS MOST

The first step in implementing OKRs is to align with your team on what matters most. If you were to ask everyone on your team the question “What do we want to achieve in the next year?” you’ll likely get dozens of answers. Chances are, there are a lot of things you’d ideally like to achieve, but there simply isn’t enough time to achieve them all.

So the more important question to ask then is “Out of all this, what matters most?”

You can’t achieve everything in a year or a quarter, so it’s important to focus on what matters most in the time frame you’re looking at. If you’re implementing this system for the first time, start small! Focus on just pulling one objective out of what matters most. Then you can start to build your key results and measure your progress. As you and your team get comfortable with that one OKR, you can then create more.

Team alignment is probably the most critical part of implementing OKRs successfully. This system is supposed to be collaborative—the intention is not for the founder or a few executives to come up with company goals on their own and have their team set out to achieve them. It’s a collaborative process where the team, as a whole, decides on what matters most and how progress will be measured. This empowers individuals by giving them a say in where they spend their time, and it typically results in better OKRs. The people doing the work are often more aware of the small nuances of how work gets done, which then influences how the OKRs are written, so it’s important to include them.


OKRs serve as your north star. They provide direction on priority, so that everyone at an organization understands what matters most in the given time frame.



For those really interested in following along with how to maximize OKRs, here’s an even deeper dive. (Feel free to come back to this section later if you aren’t planning on implementing OKRs right away.)

Formulating Objectives

At Leverage, we track OKRs using the Goals feature in Asana. This provides an area to write a description, make status updates, and indicate goal progress. But regardless of tool, you should have a place to store your OKRs and a template for how to write them. I’ve included specific templates for writing out objectives and key results on comeupforair.com—which I suggest you use if you’re planning on implementing this—but for now, let’s take a look at what’s involved.


An objective should contain the following elements:


	a title that is qualitative in nature

	an owner

	a time frame

	a description

	frequent status updates

	a way to display progress based on the progress of its key results

	links to any parent objectives that it supports or fulfills

	links to any key results that support the objective





The title of the objective is important—it should be qualitative, be focused, and succinctly describe the goal. Examples include things like “Improve financial health,” “Become the leader in our industry,” or “Develop a world-class team.” These are qualitative and focused. There may be different interpretations of what a world-class team is, for example, but that’s okay, because the key results will clarify exactly what that means in the context of that specific objective.

The description of an objective should clearly explain why it matters, how progress will be tracked, how status updates will be made, and how frequently they will be made.

This ensures that both the owner and other stakeholders are clear on what needs to happen and why it’s important. It removes any ambiguity from the equation.

There then needs to be an area to track progress in the form of status updates and current progress.

Formulating Key Results

Once an objective is made, three to five key results should be made and attached to it. Key results require similar elements to objectives—essentially, they need to have enough information to ensure that everyone’s on the same page.


A key result should contain the following elements:


	a title that contains a verb and a measurable outcome

	an owner

	a time frame

	a description

	frequent status updates

	a way to track measurable progress (like links to reports or dashboards)

	a link to their corresponding objective (without this, it’s not a key result!)

	links to any work (projects or portfolios) that supports the key result





While the title of an objective should be qualitative, the title of a key result should be specific and include the metric that will be used to track progress. A revenue key result, for example, might be titled “Generate $250,000 in revenue.”

Key results should also be linked to the actual work that will support them. So, the “Generate $250,000 in revenue” key result would include links to projects or portfolios that support revenue generation—like the release of a new product, an improved sales process, or a marketing campaign. This paints a clear picture of what work is being done to achieve the desired outcome, and shows teams how their individual contributions within a project have a real impact on the overall progress of the organization.

When setting your own key results, there may need to be some guesswork at first. But as you work through more planning cycles, you’ll be able to use your past performance to generate reasonably ambitious targets for the future. Missed key results typically come down to either a lack of bandwidth, poor execution, or an overly ambitious target—or some combination of all three. As you work through planning cycles, it’s worth taking the time to figure out exactly why targets were missed so you can plan accordingly for the next quarter or year.

UPDATING OKRS

Updating OKRs on a consistent basis gives everyone visibility into the company’s high-level progress and ensures that there are no surprises at the end. Even if you were to create an OKR with a perfectly clear description and the right metrics, it’s not going to provide much benefit if it doesn’t get updated.

Updating an OKR should involve creating a written update for both the objective and all of its key results. It’s important to set things up in a way where status updates can be collected, organized, and referred back to later—that way, you always have a detailed history of the progress made. (This is made simple with the goals feature in Asana, which is one reason we prefer using it.)

An effective status update combines two components: a status and the current progress.

The status is based upon the projected end result relative to the target. It indicates whether the owner views the OKR as on track, at risk, or off track. The current progress is simply a snapshot of where things are at the time of the status update, typically in the form of a percent.

The combination of these two components gives enough information that anyone can see, at a glance, how the objective or key result is moving along and if there are any potential red flags.


OKR updates combined with consistent project updates help to prevent surprises and mitigate risk.



For example, I might look at a quarterly key result and see that it is labeled on track and that it’s 30 percent complete in the first month of the quarter. That tells me that things are going well and, as of that moment, it’s looking like we’ll achieve the goal.

That high-level information is great, but status updates should also include a more in-depth written description of what’s happening, with an explanation of how the owner developed their projection. This provides much-needed context for leaders who aren’t involved in the daily work.

Aligning on Status Indicators

The status indicators I’ve just mentioned (on track, at risk, off track) are a great way to show the high-level status of an objective or key result. The only problem is that what you view as on track might be different from your coworker’s interpretation, so it’s worth aligning on what these status indicators really mean.


You can also think of these indicators as a traffic light: On track is green, at risk is yellow, and off track is red.



The idea with these status indicators is for the owner to make their best estimate on what the final result will be at the end of the time period relative to the target (a projection). At Leverage, we’ve aligned on the following guidelines, which should work well for most objectives and key results:


	On track: projected to be over 80 percent complete

	At risk: projected to be between 50 and 80 percent complete

	Off track: projected to be less than 50 percent complete



These indicators are, of course, estimates. I’m asking my team to look at their current progress and what’s to come, then develop their best guess for the projected completion. Within the update itself they can provide additional context, including how they decided on the status. This is very helpful for me, as a leader, because if I disagree with their conclusion, we can then have a discussion to make sure we’re aligned.

The reality is that you can’t just base status on the current progress. There are many situations where the current progress and the status may not line up perfectly, like a salesperson who is at 10 percent progress halfway through the quarter, but their goal is still labeled “on track” because they have deals in the pipeline that make them confident they’ll achieve their target. This is helpful for me, as a leader, because I mostly care about high-level progress. If I see all green, I can be confident things are going well. If I see yellow or red, I know where to divert my attention. At a glance, I can get a pulse check on the health of my company but I can always go deeper if I want to.


Just like project updates, it’s best to be conservative with your goal updates so there are no major surprises at the end of the planning period.



Updating Objectives Based on Their Key Results

Updating the status of key results is fairly straightforward as progress is always measurable, but objectives are a bit different. We already know that completing an objective is as simple as completing all of its corresponding key results. Therefore, we can safely assume that the status of an objective is directly correlated to the status of its key results. The current progress of an objective can be easily calculated by taking the average of the progress across all its key results. So, for example, if an objective has three key results that are at 50, 75, and 100 percent progress at the time of the status update, the progress of the objective would be 75 percent.

The same concept applies to the status indicators. If you have an objective with three key results that are all on track, it stands to reason that the objective itself is on track. But if you have an objective with three key results where one is on track, one is at risk, and one is off track, then it becomes a bit more complicated. I’m sure we can agree that it’s not on track, but then what is it? Is it at risk? Is it off track? Who’s to say?

There needs to be some alignment on how the status indicators of key results roll up to their corresponding objectives. It might seem simple, but trust me, you will encounter edge cases that are not so simple—and everyone will have their own interpretation of how the statuses should roll up. At Leverage, we’ve developed a simple formula to calculate the status of an objective. Each key result is given a “point” based on its status, as follows:


	An on-track key result = 1 point

	An at-risk key result = 0.5 points

	An off-track key result = 0 points



Determining the status indicator for the objective then becomes a simple matter of calculating the equal weighted average of the points. That average, in the form of a percent, then follows the same guidelines we just discussed for key results, where an on track status is given to anything over 80 percent, at risk is between 50 and 79 percent, and off track is below 50 percent.

Here are a few examples of this in action:
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Keep in mind, this point system is designed for key results that are equally weighted. If one key result is more important than the others, you can give them individual weightings and do some extra math to account for that.

You can see how, with a system like this, it becomes very simple to determine the status of an objective based on the status of each key result.


QUICK RECAP


	Both objectives and key results need consistent status updates.

	Updates should include a status and the current progress.

	Teams need to align on what constitutes an on track, at risk, and off track status indicator.

	Owners need to give context as to why a goal is given a certain status indicator.

	Key results should be updated before objectives.

	Objectives are then updated according to their key results.





Implementing some sort of goal-setting system is integral for any organization looking to make long-term progress. Although it can be difficult to initially get started, once you’ve gone through a couple of planning cycles, I think you’ll find the same value that so many other companies have found, including my own. This system, when implemented and iterated on over the years, is the perfect complement to everything we’ve learned thus far within the CPR Framework. We’ve already implemented an efficient work management system, and OKRs will ensure that it’s being put to good use by focusing on what matters most.

THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS


	When setting goals, always focus on what matters most. The end goal of OKRs is performance (not accountability).

	OKRs provide clarity, focus, and alignment by separating goals into qualitative objectives and measurable key results.

	Consistent OKR updates with a status and the current progress help to provide a thirty-thousand-foot view of progress and avoid surprises.



PRO TIPS


	This was an abbreviated lesson on OKRs. If you’d like to learn more, I’d suggest reading these books:
Measure What Matters: The Simple Idea That Drives 10x Growth by John Doerr

Traction: Get a Grip on Your Business by Gino Wickman

Scaling Up: How a Few Companies Make It . . . and Why the Rest Don’t by Verne Harnish


	It can be helpful to use a naming convention to differentiate yearly and quarterly OKRs.

	When you’re setting key results, focus on metrics that you can actually measure. I’ve seen too many teams create key results with seemingly great metrics, but when it comes time to update their progress, they aren’t able to get the data they need.

	For project-driven key results, regular project updates will make the process of updating the key result much easier.

	In general, longer-term goals require less frequent updates while shorter-term goals require more frequent updates. I recommend updating annual OKRs on a quarterly basis and quarterly OKRs on a monthly basis.



WHAT’S NEXT?

Congratulations! You’ve learned how to manage all the work that teams and organizations need to get done, from meetings to tasks to goals. Now it’s time to document the knowledge your team has developed over the years so we can reduce the Scavenger Hunt, find answers quickly, and reduce the impact of anyone leaving. This is the shortest section of all, but don’t let that fool you—it’s just as important as the rest.






PART 3

Resources
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Have you ever started a new job and been introduced to that person who has worked there for decades and knows the ins and outs of every part of daily life at the organization? The person you go to every time you have a question about how to do something or where to find something, and they immediately have the right answer. It’s the type of information that would take a new employee years to accumulate and would make life extremely difficult if it were to disappear.

That person has effectively memorized part of the company’s intellectual property.

As an organization grows, it accumulates information and assets. How to do certain activities, who does what, policies, files, and documents all accumulate over time. This turns into the intellectual property (IP) of the company itself. While you might think of IP only in relation to products or services, the way people operate and how things work is just as important. Really, IP includes all of the systems, processes, workflows, and assets it takes to run an organization—I like to refer to this part as “company knowledge.” Company knowledge is a living, breathing part of an organization. As people join, they contribute to this company knowledge, allowing it to grow and mature over time.

The problem is that company knowledge typically lives in the minds of the people who work there, not the company itself. When they leave, that knowledge goes with them and can cause some serious problems. And with the increasing frequency of people moving between jobs, this may become all too common.

The R in CPR is all about setting up a system where that information isn’t just floating around in people’s brains but is strategically stored within the company itself. When that tenured employee leaves, the knowledge stays. When a new person joins, the knowledge is readily available to them. It not only serves to mitigate risk; it makes everyone’s lives easier by putting all the information they might need at their fingertips. It lowers the amount of time it takes to onboard and train new employees. It creates one official source of truth, so you no longer have to worry about getting different answers from different people, and you don’t have to go on a Scavenger Hunt every time you need to get work done.

I realize this all sounds very obvious. Every business owner knows they need to protect their company’s knowledge, but the reality is that few actually take steps to do it, let alone implement systems for doing it and maintaining it. Documenting a process doesn’t give quite the same dopamine rush as closing a lead or launching a new product, but it’s just as important.

You can buy an insurance policy to protect against everything from liability to earthquakes, but there’s never been an insurance policy for protecting a company’s knowledge—until now. This part of the CPR Framework is that insurance policy. It’s a blanket policy that serves to mitigate risk, minimize errors, save time, and stop problems before they occur. It protects both the company and individuals by ensuring that everyone has what they need to work efficiently and that sudden departures don’t cause major disruptions.

In order to put this into practice, company knowledge must first be separated into two categories: static and dynamic (see figure 12).
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FIGURE 12

Static knowledge consists of facts and information. It answers the questions Who? What? Where? When? and Why? At your typical business, static knowledge would consist of things like the company vision and mission, core values, PTO policies, health care information, style guides, meeting notes, branding assets, client testimonials, and more. Most of the “stuff” that people are searching for when they find themselves in the Scavenger Hunt is static knowledge.

Dynamic knowledge is used to facilitate work. It answers the question How? As in, “How do we run payroll? How do we send a newsletter? How do we create sales decks?” It is interactive (hence “dynamic”) and, when documented properly, allows anyone to complete a process regardless of training or experience. This helps to mitigate risk for the organization but also serves to make employees’ lives easier by streamlining their recurring work, finding opportunities to automate, and enabling them to hand things off to someone else.

Separating and documenting these two types of knowledge into a knowledge base and a process management tool is, in short, the best way to document a company’s intellectual property. So let’s get started.
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The Knowledge Base


An investment in knowledge pays the best interest.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN




PROBLEM: Most companies don’t have a system for organizing information, keeping it up to date, and making it accessible. This wastes time as people ask questions they should be able to answer on their own, and it poses a risk that company knowledge will be lost when people leave.

SOLUTION: Knowledge-based tools can be used to create a central repository for a company’s most important information, so that everyone can get the information they need—and know it’s correct—without distracting coworkers.



If you can relate to the Scavenger Hunt, you’re not alone. According to a 2021 survey by Elastic, 54 percent of US office professionals said that they spend more time searching for documents and files they need than responding to emails and messages, and 58 percent listed it as one of their top three problems at work.1 In 2018, the International Data Corporation concluded that data professionals are wasting, on average, 30 percent of their time because they cannot find, protect, or prepare data.2

This is an extremely common phenomenon. We see it at nearly every company we work with, and I’ve even experienced it in my own business. There are few things more frustrating than getting ready to start a task only to realize you’re missing a critical asset to get the job done, and you don’t know where it is.

I also spent the first few years of my business getting bombarded with questions from my team about our policies or where to find certain assets, until I finally got us set up with a knowledge base. I’m sure any manager reading this can relate. I’m sure there are plenty of managers out there who spend most of their day answering questions and helping their teams find things that could be handled almost entirely by a knowledge base.

Everyone needs to retrieve information to do their work, and the faster they can retrieve that information, the faster the work gets done. There’s a reason why Google, originally a simple search engine that prioritized quick and accurate retrieval of information, has skyrocketed to become one of the largest and most successful companies in history. And it’s the same reason why Wikipedia has become the go-to place to find answers to nearly any question you could have about any topic.

When people can retrieve information quickly, everything gets easier.

WHAT IS A KNOWLEDGE BASE?

I’m sure you already have a good idea of what I’m talking about, but let’s define this term. A knowledge base, which is also referred to as a “wiki,” is a central place to store digital information, accessible by anyone at your organization. This information can be in multiple forms (text, images, files, documents, links, and so on). The primary benefit of a knowledge base is not that it can store this information but that the information can be organized and optimized for the retrieval of information—meaning everything is at your fingertips. Knowledge bases are great for organizing information as they bring all the most important stuff together in a visual way, with features like collapsible pages, tables that talk to one another, multiple views for users, templates, and much more.

Think of a knowledge base like a huge file cabinet that has everything someone at the organization might need to reference. When they have a question or need to find something, they know they can go to the file cabinet and most likely find what they need. If they can’t, they can make a note so that the person in charge of the file cabinet (maybe an office manager if we want to keep with the analogy) knows to add it so the next person looking for that same information will be able to find it. Over time, this file cabinet becomes more useful as more information and answers to common questions are added.

When you think of it like this, you can see that it’s no different from the old days before computers. If you needed to find a document, you’d navigate to a bank of file cabinets and hope that they were well organized so you could quickly find what you needed. You also had to hope that someone hadn’t run off with your document or left it in their desk drawer by accident, in which case you would—yet again—find yourself on a Scavenger Hunt. Really, a knowledge base is the same concept, and like a file cabinet, it requires the same level of thought, organization, and maintenance to make it work well for everyone.

But, of course, it’s not a file cabinet. It’s a cloud-based platform that anyone on your team can access from anywhere in the world with an internet connection.

Which does bring up one clarification . . .

A knowledge base is not the same as cloud file storage like Google Drive, SharePoint, or Dropbox. While both tools are able to store documents and files, they serve a different purpose. In the simplest terms, cloud storage is used for storage whereas a knowledge base is used for organization. The primary function of cloud storage is to get files off your physical computer and into the cloud, where they can be stored securely and other people can access them as needed. A knowledge base is effectively one dimension higher, serving as the central point of truth. While a tool like Google Drive might contain every single document that has ever been used at the company (including outdated versions), the knowledge base is more like a directory—ensuring that all important, frequently accessed information is well organized, up to date, and easily accessible.


In some cases, your knowledge base may include links to documents or files stored in a cloud storage tool like Google Drive or SharePoint. But they are not one and the same!



As a quick example, you wouldn’t want to store the Google (or Word) documents for every blog post you’ve ever published in your company’s knowledge base. That would cause a lot of unnecessary clutter. Those documents would best be stored in a “Blog” folder in your cloud storage, and that folder would be linked in your knowledge base. That way if someone asks, “Where can I find all our blog documents?” they can answer it themselves with the knowledge base, meaning they don’t have to waste time manually searching through cloud storage. Plus, if there are multiple blog-related folders, they’ll always be directed to the correct, most up-to-date one. The same can be applied to many other situations when it comes to documents and files.

Most knowledge bases function in very similar ways, but as always, the tool itself isn’t all that important—it’s the way you use it and the way you adopt it as a team. If you were using a filing cabinet, the filing cabinet itself would not solve your problems—you’d still need to organize the files and train your team to put the files back in the right place after they’ve used them. If everyone has their own way of using the filing cabinet, or if people are storing critical documents at their desk, it defeats the purpose and makes other people’s lives more difficult. The same principles apply to knowledge bases.

I often say that, just like water, people will always take the path of least resistance. In the workplace, that means they’re always going to look for the easiest and fastest way to find information. If you know your coworker will be able to answer your question, why bother spending fifteen minutes trying to find it on your own when you can just ask them and get what you need in a few seconds?

It’s a perfectly logical approach for your own productivity but not for the person who has to drop what they’re doing to answer your question. If everyone is acting in this way, it eventually hurts the productivity of the overall team. Knowledge bases are part of the solution to this problem, but they work only if they are as easy to use as asking a coworker. If you’re still forced to go on a Scavenger Hunt within your knowledge base, then it defeats the entire purpose.

Benefits beyond the Scavenger Hunt


While eliminating the Scavenger Hunt is the primary benefit of a knowledge base, there are other benefits to consider.

An optimized knowledge base cuts down on interruptions across teams. New hires can review information in the knowledge base during their training period to get up to speed, and managers no longer have to answer the same questions over and over.

Knowledge bases also serve to de-risk organizations by ensuring that company knowledge is never truly “lost” when someone leaves. If a graphic designer has a bunch of brand assets saved on their personal computer and leaves abruptly, you may never see those assets again. That means re-creating them, resulting in a complete waste of time and money. Situations like this can be avoided when all critical assets and information are stored in the knowledge base.

Similarly, there are some security benefits to consider. Most knowledge bases can be segmented so that employees have access only to information they need to know. This prevents people from sharing confidential information with anyone outside the company and keeps sensitive information in the right hands. Many tools will also allow you to share certain sections of the knowledge base with people outside the organization. This can be incredibly useful for things like press kits, where you can keep it constantly updated on your end knowing that anyone who is accessing it (internally or externally) will always have the right materials to promote your brand.

Just like an employee handbook might contain critical information for new hires, a knowledge base contains critical information that continues to be relevant in people’s roles far into the future. But it’s so much better than a physical handbook—it can be updated any time with changes reflected immediately, accessed from anywhere, and even cocreated with your team. It eliminates misunderstandings about policies and can prevent mistakes from happening. Anyone can have a say in what goes into the knowledge base, and it makes everyone’s lives easier—ultimately, a huge culture win.

STARTING YOUR KNOWLEDGE BASE

When we introduce the concept of a knowledge base to our clients, you can almost see the dread in their eyes. The idea of cataloging every piece of company knowledge and organizing it meticulously into a new tool that you’ve never used is, frankly, a scary proposition for most people.


But the best part about a knowledge base is that it can (and should) be built over time. You don’t need to sit down and think of every possible piece of information that needs to be captured on the first day of using this new tool. It’s an iterative process.

Right off the bat, I recommend putting one person in charge of the knowledge base. Typically, this would be someone in an operations role like the chief operating officer. They will be responsible for determining the knowledge base’s architecture and how to keep it updated. They can then assign administrative privileges to other people, like department heads, who can add information to their respective sections within the knowledge base. But these privileges should not be taken lightly. If everyone on a team has the ability to add information to the knowledge base, it will soon become a cluttered mess.

There need to be some basic guidelines around how information is added to the knowledge base, what kind of information is added, and where it should live. It’s on the person in charge of the knowledge base to determine what that looks like for their organization, then brief any administrators on how to best add information to the tool. For this reason, I would highly recommend having a few meetings with all major stakeholders to ensure that everyone is aware of how to correctly add information to the knowledge base. Even then, it is ultimately the responsibility of the owner to ensure that the knowledge base is organized and updated correctly.

So, once you’ve established an owner and a few key stakeholders, how do you begin?

You’ll want to start by creating an “architecture” for your knowledge base. At a high level, think of the main categories that all company knowledge can be organized into. In most cases, this will consist of two high-level sections: company information and department-specific information. The company section holds information related to everyone at the company, and then each department can have their own section to store information that is specific to them and their work (see figures 13 and 14).
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FIGURE 13
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FIGURE 14


I like to think of starting a knowledge base as similar to writing a book. Start with a rough outline, refine it into a table of contents (your architecture), and then you can start adding information to the relevant chapters (sections).



You’ll want to start by capturing high-level company information like:


	a basic org chart

	the company mission and vision

	core values

	code of conduct



And within each department, you may want to add things like:


	departmental roles

	key decisions made

	departmental

	critical departmental assets and files



Starting your knowledge base doesn’t have to be a time-consuming, all-encompassing process. It can be done in as little as a few hours. Really, knowledge bases are best created over time.

As questions come up in your organization, the answers can be added to the knowledge base. When critical assets are created that will be useful to others down the road, they get added to the knowledge base. And when someone is deep in the Scavenger Hunt trying to find something, that piece of information should be added to the knowledge base once they find it—so others don’t have to go on the same Scavenger Hunt they just did.

The Repository-First Response

Like most tools, a knowledge base will boost efficiency only when teams actually use them. Even if your knowledge base is perfectly optimized, it’s not going to boost efficiency if everyone is still distracting their coworkers with unnecessary questions. Part of making a knowledge base effective is retraining your team on how to handle these situations. Checking the knowledge base should be their first instinct any time they run into something they don’t know or can’t find.

One of the best ways to start that retraining process is to use what I like to call the “repository-first response.” The idea is to avoid answering questions outright and instead point people to the knowledge base so they can find the answer on their own. It might feel a little harsh at first, but it’s for a good cause—over time, people will start to get into the habit of checking the knowledge base instead of asking questions outright. For example, if someone were to send a message to a Slack channel asking, “Who can I talk to about tax withholdings on my paycheck?” the answer would be “Please check the knowledge base,” or a link to the relevant page in the knowledge base itself.

Instead of answering the question outright—which would encourage bad behavior—this reminds them that all information related to paychecks is already stored in the knowledge base, including whom to speak to if they have questions.


The repository-first response is a great way to change behavior, but you don’t need to be the knowledge base police! Be sure to use it appropriately.



Eventually, checking the knowledge base becomes a habit just like using the other tools in the CPR Framework. The default solution to any questions or things you can’t find is to check the knowledge base, and if you don’t find what you’re looking for, then you can reach out and ask. Once the answer is found, it is then added to the knowledge base.

Ticketing Systems

Ideally, there should be a system for requesting updates or additions to the knowledge base. At Leverage, we’ve created an internal ticketing system for these sorts of requests (among other things), and it is now the default behavior for anyone who has a nonurgent issue or question. Instead of reaching out and distracting someone, our team members simply submit a ticket with whatever question, issue, or problem they have, and they’ll get a response from the appropriate person within twenty-four to forty-eight hours.

Ticketing systems can be used for a number of different situations, and they’re most often thought of in an external context—like a ticketing system to handle client requests, questions, or issues from clients and prospects. But they’re also extremely useful for keeping knowledge bases up to date. The way it works is if someone looks in the knowledge base and doesn’t find what they need, they can submit a ticket with their question. That ticket is then routed to the most appropriate person to handle the question (either manually or automatically); they update the knowledge base with the required information and then respond back to the person with a link to the updated section in the knowledge base (see figure 15).

It’s kind of like the next level of the repository-first response, and it allows people who don’t have administrator-level privileges to improve the knowledge base while still having all changes funnel through a few administrators to ensure that everything is consistent and organized. And it doesn’t have to be relegated to knowledge base updates; it could be used for every sort of request imaginable—like time-off requests, IT problems, client support questions, and more. We set up a ticketing support system for every team we work with, so they can ask us questions and be guaranteed a response.

This might sound difficult, but it’s actually quite simple. You can create a simple ticketing system with any sort of digital form like Google Forms, Asana Forms, and others. Start by creating a form with some basic questions like “What are you looking for?” and “What department does this fall under?” so that you can figure out who would be the most relevant person to handle the request. The responses can then be collected in one place and assigned to the relevant person (that is, if the request is marketing-related it would be routed to whoever is in charge of the marketing section of the knowledge base).
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FIGURE 15

These ticketing systems have plenty of opportunities for automation. You could route requests to specific people based on the answers submitted. You could set up a Zap that will send an alert to a channel in your internal communication tool any time a request comes in. You can even use features like Slack Workflow to build a similar system directly into Slack.

But while these automations can be helpful, they’re not necessary. In fact, depending on the volume of requests you receive, they may not even be worthwhile. What’s most important is that responses are collected in one area that is frequently checked by a knowledge base administrator.

This is a great system to adopt for multiple reasons. It saves time for team members, cuts out distractions, ensures that requests don’t fall through the cracks, and serves as a filter to ensure that only the most important information is added to the knowledge base. If someone requests something that shouldn’t really be added to the knowledge base, the administrator can reach out to the person and give them the information they need but let them know it won’t be added to the knowledge base for whatever reason.


If you’d like to learn more about how our ticketing system at Leverage works, the entire process is outlined on comeupforair.com.



Over time, systems like this will help to maintain your knowledge base and keep everything up to date. They become the next logical step if something isn’t included in the knowledge base. But even with these constant updates, the knowledge base owner should still be conducting some routine maintenance.

UPDATING AND MAINTAINING THE KNOWLEDGE BASE

Updating and maintaining a knowledge base is almost more important than creating it in the first place. If the knowledge base becomes cluttered and disorganized over time, or if the information in it is out of date, it only serves to increase the Scavenger Hunt. When we first implemented our knowledge base at Leverage, we wrongly assumed the hard part was over.

What we found was that as people added more information it became harder to find what we were looking for. Even worse, we would make changes to a certain policy but forget to update them in the knowledge base. Weeks later, someone on the team would handle a situation according to the out-of-date policy in the knowledge base, causing problems and headaches that needed to be fixed later. It wasn’t their fault, of course—they did everything right—it was our fault that the knowledge base hadn’t been updated with the correct information. In these cases, the knowledge base actually hurt our efficiency.

There are a few other principles to consider when maintaining your knowledge base:


	A knowledge base is never truly “finished.” It is a living, breathing entity that will change as your organization changes.

	When decisions are made, policies are changed, or assets are updated, updating the knowledge base should always be the next step.

	There should be some type of process for adding new information to the knowledge base.

	Routine audits are recommended to keep a knowledge base functional and efficient.



The first two principles are really a mindset shift that needs to take place with you and your team. When decisions are made in a meeting that may affect something in the knowledge base, the first action item out of that meeting should be to update the knowledge base. Over time, this will become the natural course of action. The more people use the knowledge base, the more they’ll see the value in it, and the more they’ll understand the importance of keeping it up to date.

I also recommend conducting some recurring audits of your knowledge base. A yearly audit is a good place to start. In this audit, the knowledge base owner would review the layout of the base, looking for ways to consolidate sections and make it easier to retrieve information. Department heads would also audit their own sections of the knowledge base. This is a great opportunity to look for any irrelevant, duplicate, or out-of-date information.


Routine audits are a great idea for all your tools. I highly recommend devoting a day or two out of the year to auditing all your tools to make sure they’re functioning well and providing the value they should.



THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS


	People, like water, follow the path of least resistance. A knowledge base is useful only if it is easy to use and optimized for the retrieval of information.

	The repository-first response is a great way to change behavior and turn your knowledge base into the default place to find answers.

	Ticketing systems are worth implementing alongside your knowledge base to cut out distractions, keep information up to date, and give your team a voice in what’s stored there.



PRO TIPS


	A good rule of thumb is that if you’ve answered a question more than once, the answer should probably live in your knowledge base.

	In many knowledge base tools, you can set up reminders to check individual sections in the future.

	You can set up an automation to send a message in your internal communication tool any time the knowledge base is updated.

	Learning management systems (LMS) are a nice addition to a knowledge base, although they may require a significant time investment to set up. While a knowledge base simply documents company knowledge, an LMS functions more like an online course. You can use it to train and reinforce company knowledge across an entire team. At Leverage, we use WorkRamp as our LMS and use it to train both our team and clients on how to use certain tools “the Leverage way.”

	We’ve recently implemented Rippling, a Human Resource Information System (HRIS) to store all of our employee information. This can be done in a knowledge base, but it may be worth looking into an HRIS to store employee-specific information, especially for larger companies.

	1Password and LastPass are both great options for secure password management that we’ve used at Leverage. These can be great for personal use or for securely sharing passwords across a team without actually having them in plain text.

	“Command E” is a universal search program that can help you find information on your computer. It automatically collates results from various tools into one search window.

	If you’re already using Asana, creating a form is probably the easiest way to create a ticketing system for your knowledge base. The form results will create a task in a project of your choosing, assigned to a person of your choosing—so you can be sure it will be dealt with.

	Google Forms is a simple tool that you can use to create a ticketing system. It can pull results into a spreadsheet and integrate with other tools through Zapier.



WHAT’S NEXT?

Now that your static knowledge has been captured and optimized for retrieval, it’s time to get into dynamic knowledge. That means process documentation and process management tools. Grab a coffee and get ready for our last big push before closing out the CPR Framework.
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Process Documentation


Optimize processes, not people.

—ANDY GROVE, CEO of Intel




PROBLEM: Processes are the backbone of an efficient organization, yet they’re often neglected. Inefficient and undocumented processes can slow a team down or, worst case, cause work to come to a grinding halt if someone leaves abruptly.

SOLUTION: Optimizing and documenting key business processes ensures consistent results, reduces the risk of error, and allows for steps to be automated or delegated. When this is done in a process management tool, it can turn any team into a well-oiled machine.



You might not realize it, but processes affect many parts of our lives—both in and out of the workplace. My friend Alisa once told me a story about putting her father into an assisted-living home. She had long been dreading this day. She had the same fears and concerns that everyone would, and as that time came nearer, they got only worse. But when the day finally did come, she never could have imagined it would go so well.

The facility she admitted him to had thought of . . . everything. They knew exactly what she and her father were going through. They knew what he needed and what she needed. They knew what to say, what to do, and how to make every part of the transition as smooth as possible. The experience was not enjoyable, necessarily, but it was better than she had ever hoped for.

Surely, Alisa and her father’s experience was a far cry from what the first patient experienced. This facility was able to turn a dreadful situation into a great experience by refining their process over many years. Every patient they brought in was a learning opportunity. They had thought of everything because they had already seen everything and were able to use those lessons to refine and optimize their process over the years. This was an extremely sensitive situation where one small mistake could have ruined the entire experience, but it didn’t happen thanks to their foolproof process.


And this doesn’t just apply to nursing homes—it can apply to any team that strives for perfection. There are situations like this in nearly every organization. Situations that happen repeatedly, with little margin for error, and where cumulative lessons can be incorporated over time to develop a comprehensive, foolproof process that produces great results every time.

Just like that nursing home facility, teams have countless opportunities to optimize their processes in order to save time, increase output, improve their clients’ experiences, and turn their organization into a well-oiled machine. It might not be the most thrilling activity, but documenting processes is time well spent. And the reality is that it doesn’t have to be a significant time investment. The key is to take an iterative approach, develop a systems-driven mindset, and use the right tools in the right way.

PROCESS DOCUMENTATION IS SEXY!

While projects are the drivers of change and progress, processes are the core of every organization. In many ways, an organization is nothing more than a collection of processes. From payroll to procurement, invoice reconciliation, recruiting, hiring, email campaigns, and more, nearly all the foundational elements of running a business are processes. Without processes, you’re running a circus—not a company.

Every organization has processes. The problem is that most are not optimized or well documented.

I think we all understand what a process is. By definition, it’s a series or set of activities that interact to produce a result.1 We are, of course, concerned with processes in the business context. Typically a business process is defined as a series of structured, often chained, activities conducted by people or equipment to produce a specific service or product.2 One important clarification is that business processes do not need to be client facing, so I prefer to think of processes as producing a “result” rather than a specific service or product.

Process documentation involves creating detailed, often step-by-step descriptions of how processes are completed from start to finish. Many see process documentation as a boring, redundant, and often unnecessary chore. It’s tedious and takes up time that many feel could be better spent elsewhere.

But process documentation is perhaps the number one key to creating a scalable business. It mitigates business risks, saves time and money, reduces error, and creates more consistent outputs. It can dramatically increase the value of a company in the eyes of investors and is practically a requirement for explosive business growth. It takes something that can be done only by one individual and turns it into something that can be done by anyone, an infinite number of times.

I often tell entrepreneurs that process documentation is like cloning yourself. It’s one of the few ways they can truly come up for air, as it enables other people to take responsibilities off their plate. For teams, it’s like cloning every role. This is where the insurance policy comes in.

Documenting processes mitigates the risk of people leaving. If someone gets sick, leaves abruptly, or goes on maternity leave, anyone can jump in to complete their most important work. Critical business functions can go on uninterrupted, decreasing the financial cost of someone leaving and making it easier for the rest of the team to continue on.

At the time of writing this section, I’m about to head out on a one-week personal development program that is completely off grid. I’m separating myself from technology entirely, and I won’t be able to contact my team. I think most business owners would feel apprehensive about this, and I was at first. But I’m confident there won’t be any major issues while I’m gone because my team is set up for success thanks to all our process documentation.

Part of this confidence comes from the fact that even simple checklists have been shown to reduce the rate of errors and mistakes. In The Checklist Manifesto, author Atul Gawande makes the case for “absurdly simple” checklists, and the value they can provide. The reality is that most work we do is quite complicated, involving many steps that add complexity and room for error. Even if we think we’ve got it all under control, we probably don’t.

One of the most compelling examples is Gawande’s work in spearheading the World Health Organization’s Safe Surgery Checklist Program. In 1999, human error in surgeries was estimated to account for about 18 percent of surgical complications and up to ninety-eight thousand deaths per year.3 Gawande proposed that a simple checklist could help alleviate these issues, and he was right. The nineteen-step checklist, which can be completed in just two minutes, has been shown to reduce complications and mortality by more than 30 percent.4 It is now used every day in surgery rooms around the world.

Besides reducing error, process documentation also serves to produce better outcomes over time. When a process is documented, you can continually update it over time as you discover improvements. The process is all but guaranteed to be better the hundredth time through than the first. Not only will you produce greater results more efficiently, but anyone who takes over the process in the future will benefit from all those past iterations, even if they have no knowledge of them.

PROJECT MANAGEMENT VERSUS PROCESS MANAGEMENT

Before we get into specifics on process documentation, it’s important to first learn to distinguish between managing projects and processes. We already know that projects are used to create something out of nothing. With a project, you’re typically doing something for the first time. They’re often one-off situations. They deal with unknowns. Processes, on the other hand, deal with what is already known. They are repeatable, and unlike a project, the path to the desired outcome is virtually always the same.

Often, projects will turn into processes. The first time you do something, it’s probably a project. You don’t know how to achieve the desired result, and part of the project is figuring out how you’ll get there. But once the desired result has been achieved, you can take steps to turn it into a process, or at least turn parts of it into processes that can be used in future projects. The idea is to transition ad hoc work into repeatable work over time.

Vinay Patankar, the founder of Process Street—a process management tool that we use and recommend—often references the rise of on-demand ridesharing companies when describing this concept. In the beginning, each city they tried to enter was an entirely new battle. There were unprecedented legal issues to deal with, drivers to hire, insurance questions to answer, and more.

Because of all these unknowns, they treated each city as an individual project. They would investigate what needed to be done on a case-by-case basis, and it involved a whole lot of time and effort. Over time, they realized that if they truly wanted to reach every major city in the world, they would have to take all the projects they’d completed and refine them into a process that could work everywhere. And that’s exactly what they did.

Ridesharing is now the default transportation option in many cities around the world, and it’s because these companies were able to develop efficient processes based on the lessons learned from their initial projects. It’s a fantastic example of how processes can set a business up to scale, and how lucrative they can really be.

The reality is that many companies wait too long, if ever, to turn projects into processes. That’s not to say that every company should stop working on projects and turn everything into a process, of course. I like to think of it more as a function of maturity—the more a company grows, the more they should invest time and money into turning ad hoc work into repeatable work. New companies can (and likely should) skip this stuff in the beginning because paying the bills takes priority over nearly everything else. Younger companies also have such a high rate of change that it doesn’t make sense to document a process that may change in the next month.

But as a company grows, the ratio of processes to projects should ideally increase.

To clarify, here are some high-level theoretical distinctions between projects and processes that show why it’s beneficial to move away from ad hoc work (projects) and into repeatable work (processes):








	PROJECTS (AD-HOC)

	PROCESSES (REPEATABLE)




	Costs are largely estimated

	Costs are roughly known




	Requires a discovery and planning phase

	Discovery and planning have already been done




	Steps to completion are not 100 percent clear

	Step-by-step path from start to finish




	Higher risk of mistakes

	Lower risk of mistakes




	Someone leaving may have large effects on the outcome

	Someone leaving has minimal effects on the outcome




	Difficult to scale

	Easy to scale







In short, organizations that aren’t trying to move from ad hoc to repeatable are missing an opportunity. They will struggle to scale effectively, and for teams, their work will always be frustrating and challenging.

Kara Austin, our client and director at the Project Management Institute, likes to use the analogy of building a home to illustrate the difference between the two. When a builder is asked to build identical houses for a subdevelopment, it’s repeatable—they use the same process to build identical houses over and over, completing them all efficiently. But when someone asks the builder for a custom house, it’s an ad hoc project—they need to plan out every single aspect before they break ground. The repeatable option will virtually always be easier, faster, and more economical.

In my perfect world, the majority of work at Leverage would be repeatable processes, not ad hoc tasks and projects. (But even we’ve got a long way to go to get there.)

PROCESS MANAGEMENT TOOLS

A process can be documented on something as simple as a whiteboard. But just like how projects can also be managed on a whiteboard, it’s not exactly the most elegant solution—and critically, it’s not a solution that can scale as the business grows.

That’s where a process management tool comes in. Also referred to as business process management (BPM) tools, these go beyond simple checklists to deliver fully optimized processes that can be implemented across entire organizations. They can integrate with other tools, incorporate automations, capture and manipulate data, and handle decision loops, approvals, and conditions. Basically, this means they can create complex systems that involve multiple workflows with multiple people and multiple outcomes depending on the situation.

Process management tools are not to be confused with work management tools. Just going off the definitions explained previously, you can see how these tools serve different purposes. A work management tool is focused on ad hoc tasks and projects. While they can handle simple recurring tasks, they are not optimized for complex recurring work that involves multiple steps, people, and handoffs, whereas a process management tool very much is. With a process management tool, you’re able to dial in every single step of a process and create the most efficient workflows possible while also minimizing the risk of human error. They’re built specifically for repeatable work that is going to happen over and over.

As an example, let’s say a marketing team decides to create a scorecard to track their marketing metrics. This would cover things like total social media followers, total engagements, website traffic, ad performance, and more. The creation of this scorecard would live within their work management tool.

Once the scorecard has been created, it will need to be updated with the metrics every week. The first time this happens, it would be executed in their work management tool. This would give whoever is updating the scorecard a chance to figure out the best process. During this first couple of run-throughs, they could write down step-by-step instructions on how to update it.

After that, the process for updating the scorecard should be transferred to a process management tool. Since it’s going to be done exactly the same way every week, it’s a process—not a task. Once it’s documented in a process management tool, it can be set to recur every week. If multiple people are responsible for updating various parts of the scorecard, they can each have their own steps within the overall process.

Most importantly, this opens the process up to further optimization. Maybe there are certain parts of the scorecard that can be updated automatically via tools like Zapier. Maybe once the process is fully documented, the scorecard can be updated by someone else at a lower level. This would free up the marketing team’s time to focus on more important work. This all becomes possible (and easy to implement) when the process is contained within a process management tool.

At Leverage, we use Process Street—a robust process management tool that has all the functionality we need for both simple and complex processes. In full disclosure, I have also become personal friends with Vinay Patankar, the founder, after geeking out with him for countless hours about process optimizations. But regardless, we would still be using Process Street as it suits our needs and the needs of our clients perfectly.

Like all of the tools discussed, most process management tools should work fine for most situations. The reason they’re more applicable for processes over, say, a work management tool, is that they include a number of key features unique to processes. Features like:


	Handoffs, stops, or approvals which are used to route work from one person to the next when the time is right (and only when the time is right).

	Conditional logic. This is when the steps of a process can change depending on certain inputs. For example, one of the first steps in an onboarding process could be to select the team member’s role, and then the rest of the process will change accordingly based on that input.

	Integrations. Your process management tool should be able to integrate with other tools in your tech stack, meaning the tools can “talk” to each other and exchange information or trigger certain events—like starting a process when a new client is added to your CRM.

	Checklists with “rich media.” Nearly all process management tools will offer some sort of checklist function, but you should be able to add in rich media like images and videos to make each step as clear as possible.



As you can see, this type of functionality is simply not available in work management tools. And while some of these features may not apply to you right now, consider how they might apply as your organization and your team grows. When you grow from ten to a hundred employees, with multiple departments that have dozens of interconnected processes, suddenly these things become a lot more important.


You can find links to download Process Street and many of the other tools we’ve discussed at a discount on comeupforair.com/tools.



“Hacking” Processes with a Work Management Tool

I’ll admit, there is certainly a case to be made for including simple processes in a work management tool instead of a full-blown process management tool. If a team has only a few recurring processes, for example, it might not make sense to invest in a separate tool when you can “hack” it by documenting them in your work management tool. Simple processes that involve only a few steps can easily be created as recurring or templated tasks in a work management tool. Doing this will take less time to document the process and limit context switching, as people don’t have to switch between tools to complete work.

Process management tools really shine with complex processes that need to be completed in a very consistent manner, which is where the capabilities of a work management tool end. I like to think of complexity in this context as a function of the number of steps, the number of people, the need for conditional logic, and the need for enforcing a strict order of operations. The higher those four variables are, the better suited it is for a process management tool. These tools are literally built to handle processes with lots of steps, lots of people, and lots of complexity—and make sure they get done perfectly every time.

For example, to onboard a new team member you may need to add them to Zoom, Gmail, Slack, and Asana before they can move to the next step in the process. They can be added to each tool in any order but they all need to be completed before the next step. In a process management tool you could use “stops” to make sure everything is always done in the right order.

There’s also a risk factor to consider. Process management tools deliver more consistent results and minimize mistakes. If you have a process where one mistake could jeopardize the business in a major way, you’d be much better off documenting it in a process management tool—regardless of how simple or complex it is.

If you’re just getting started with process documentation or you only have a few simple processes to document, by all means, document them in your work management tool. Implementing a new tool adds additional complexity (and cost), and some teams may not be at a place where it makes sense to bring in a process management tool. But as you grow, your processes become more complex, and you’re able to invest more time and resources into documenting them—implementing a process management tool should be a priority.

THE PROCESS OF DOCUMENTING PROCESSES

I’ve spoken at length about how the theories behind certain parts of the CPR Framework are far more important than the tools themselves. Perhaps nowhere is that more relevant than with process documentation. You could be using the most expensive, feature-rich tool out there to document your processes. But if they’re not documented with the right best practices, they could be just about useless.

So let’s look at the theory behind process documentation (see figure 16). With this knowledge, you’ll be well equipped to start documenting processes in the tool of your choice. Even if that’s a napkin.
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FIGURE 16

Step 1: Clarify the problem you’re trying to solve

Before you even begin documenting a process, it’s worth taking the time to step back and make sure you’re extremely clear on the problem you’re trying to solve.

If you need to drill a hole in your wall, your natural inclination would be to buy a drill and make the hole. But do you really need a drill? Not exactly. You need a hole. Maybe you could do it in some other, more cost-effective way. Maybe you could use a hammer instead. Maybe you could ask your handy neighbor what they think the best solution is. Or maybe it makes more sense to hire someone to put a hole in the wall because you’re not that great at making holes and you don’t foresee needing to make more holes in the future.

It might sound like a silly example, but it goes to show how the obvious solution isn’t always the best solution. Unfortunately, many people end up creating processes without thinking about whether a process is even warranted in the first place, or whether the process needs to be as robust as they envision it in their mind. You need to look at the whole picture and get crystal clear on the problem you’re trying to solve. In working with clients, the first step I take is to collect all of the requirements needed to ensure the new or updated process addresses every problem they want to solve.

Let’s say your business wants to launch a podcast as a marketing tactic. Your initial instinct might be to turn this into a process by hiring an audio editor and documenting every step of creating an episode, from production to publishing. It’s a great idea—but what problem are you trying to solve? Are you trying to efficiently produce podcasts or are you trying to get eyes on your company?

Before building out that process, it’s worth considering whether this is even the best solution to solve your problem. Is a podcast really the right move? Does it make sense for you to do it all in house? Is this something you want to do and are good at? Could you outsource the production?


If you’re not great at something, chances are there’s a specialist who is. Keep in mind that when you outsource to specialists, you’re also benefiting from all the improvements and optimizations they’ve made to their process over the years.



These are the types of questions you should ask yourself any time you sit down to document a new process. There’s nothing worse than investing time and money into documenting a complex process, only to realize later that it wasn’t even needed in the first place.

Step 2: Question everything

Before you start documenting, you have to make sure the process is logical and that people will use it. If this is an old process that you’re finally getting around to documenting, revisit it. If it’s a new process, try to look at it from all angles and envision any issues that may crop up down the line.

Collect feedback from your team. Ask yourself and your team the following questions about your current and/or proposed process:


	Is it logical?

	Is it efficient?

	Is it relevant?

	Is it necessary?



Question everything. Just because you’ve always given someone a personality test during the interview process doesn’t mean you should continue to do so moving forward (and maybe you never should’ve done it to begin with!). Just because you’ve always sent out a monthly newsletter doesn’t mean that’s the best frequency—what about bi-weekly?

We all get into the habit of doing things simply because “that’s the way they’ve always been done.” In some cases, you may even find that an entire process has become irrelevant or unnecessary as the needs of your organization have changed. Great! That’s one less process you need to worry about.

Step 3: Write it out

The next step is to write it out on paper. It doesn’t have to actually be paper, of course—a Word Doc, Google Doc, or physical whiteboard are all great options. I also love using Miro—the digital whiteboarding tool I’ve mentioned a few times—for this.

Now, there are a couple best practices to keep in mind here.

Break the process down into bite-sized pieces. If you’ve got a large, complicated process, breaking it up into bite-sized pieces will make it simple and straightforward to complete.

Breaking larger tasks into small steps has also been shown to reduce people’s propensity to procrastinate, improve focus, and reduce the chance of mistakes.5 Plus, it allows different people to own different steps of the process.

Make sure that one person—and one person only—is assigned to each step of the process. Diffusion of responsibility is just as important with processes as it is with tasks. If more than one person is assigned, no one is.

Step 4: Test it with someone

It’s now time to start testing.

You may think this thing is totally bulletproof—or idiot proof—but you’ve also been hyperfocused on it for some time now. Have someone else work through the process without any intervention from you or your team.

The goal here is to give anyone the outlined process and have them complete the task properly.

When they’re done, review it with them. Ask them what was confusing and what was clear. Look at the results and ask:


	Is the quality up to par?

	How long did it take? Was this time close to your estimate?

	If there were multiple people involved, was information handed off properly? Did anyone have access to sensitive or confidential information that they didn’t need?

	Were they able to document their progress as they worked?

	Get their feedback and figure out the answers to those questions and you’ll be well on your way to a perfect process.



Step 5: Review with stakeholders

Now bring it back for a final review.

Take the feedback you’ve gotten from your reviewer(s) and go over it with your team of creators. Then you’ll want to get a few more opinions outside your small team. At Leverage, this is the point where we bring in others within the same department—they are the ones who are most familiar with the process. They can spot areas that might affect other parts of the department and should be changed or suggest steps to be added in. For example, if the process is focused on how to create a new piece of content, the social media manager may want to add in a few steps to help with their promotion of the content on company socials.

It’s important that you create processes that the people in your company will (1) actually use and (2) enjoy using. Well, enjoy as much as they can—it is work after all, but a good process should make their lives easier. This step will help with that.

Step 6: Add it to your process management tool

Now add the process to your work management tool. At this point, it should be very well outlined and adding it will mostly involve copying and pasting. However, as you do this, be sure to consider the additional features that will take your process to the next level. Things like stops, approvals, conditional logic, and automation.

Most importantly, add as much context as you can. Annotated screenshots and video recordings go a long way when it comes to documenting processes. Try to use these as much as possible—they’re easy to create, they’re great for visual learners, and they provide more detail than text alone.

Step 7: Automate steps (if possible)

Now investigate automating as many steps as you can. Or, at least, develop a plan for how certain areas of the process might be automated in the future. An obvious starting point is external triggers that will activate the process, like when a podcast guest is booked on your scheduling link it automatically triggers a podcast process to run. There can also be automations throughout the process itself. Toward the end of that podcast process, you could have a step that triggers a prewritten “thank you” email to be sent to the guest.

Keep in mind, this phase can be somewhat extensive. But this time investment can be well worth it. Even shaving just a few minutes off a process that happens daily can add up to major time savings in the end. There are probably hundreds or thousands of small opportunities like this at most organizations.

When looking into automations, consider how much time the automation will save, how frequently the process will recur, and how long it will be used into the future. The higher those numbers are, the more it makes sense to invest time into creating the automation.


Want to see how much time you can save over the long term with small process optimizations? We’ve created a calculator that will do it for you! Check it out on comeupforair.com.



Automating and optimizing processes is like paying it forward to whoever will be doing the process. Your present time investment will save time for everyone who does the process in the future—it’s like banking future time!

Step 8: Publish

By now, the process should be well optimized and ready for general use. Make it public in your process management tool and add it to the appropriate section so that anyone who needs it can use it. You’ll also probably want to send out a message to your team (in a channel within your internal communication tool) to let them know it’s available.


Following these eight steps is a great way to produce well-optimized processes from the beginning. But let’s be honest, sometimes it may be unrealistic or impossible to go through all these steps for every single process in your business. For critical ones where everything needs to be absolutely perfect, it can be a great use of time.

But in many cases, having something is better than having nothing. If this comprehensive method seems a little intimidating, don’t worry—it doesn’t have to be that way. Process documentation can be an iterative process, and you can easily document a process in just a few minutes. Here’s how.

AN ITERATIVE APPROACH: THE 80/20 PROCESS RULE

Okay, here’s the deal. I wanted to show you how to document processes “by the book” before we got into how things typically work in the real world. As great as that eight-step process is, if we documented everything using that exact method at Leverage, we probably would have gone bankrupt, because we’d have spent all our time documenting processes perfectly instead of generating revenue. We still use that method, but it’s primarily for important processes that need to be done perfectly every time.

In some cases, it just doesn’t make sense to invest that much time into process documentation. People who say they “don’t have time” to document their processes pose a valid point—there are lots of other activities that could be a higher priority or a better use of your time. And sometimes, you might invest time into perfectly documenting a process only for that process to become irrelevant or change a few months later.

But that doesn’t mean you have to forgo process documentation entirely.

The best way to start documenting a process is to simply do the process and record the steps as you go. This could be as simple as writing down steps one through ten in a notepad as you work through the process itself. Or, even simpler, you could record yourself doing the process with a screen recording tool like Loom. As you work through it, simply narrate what you’re doing. That way, anyone can watch the video and follow along on their own computer to complete the process.

I like to think of this as the MVP—minimum viable process, similar to the concept of minimum viable product in startups. It may not be perfect, but it does work. With annotated screenshots and Looms, it can even be pretty functional. And it’s certainly better than not having the process documented at all.

At Leverage, we often start our process documentation this way. When team members are performing repeatable processes, they’re encouraged to simply record a Loom as they go. That Loom is then stored in our knowledge base for the time being. Eventually, the process will be added to our process management tool. And, in many cases, we’ll have a virtual assistant or someone at a more junior level input the process into the tool based on that initial recording. From there, the process owner can review it and adjust accordingly. This is an easy way to develop a process that is 80 percent perfect in only 20 percent of the time.

How to Select Which Processes to Document

Any time you do something more than once, you should start thinking about how to never do it again. This is the mental trigger that can spur you to start documenting a process in one way or another, or at least get it on your radar. Remember that once you document a process, it can often be automated or delegated—so if you really want to stop doing some annoying part of your job, the best way to make it happen is to document it!

This is a very common situation for entrepreneurs when they’re first starting out. When you’re hiring your first employee, for example, the whole process is manual. But if you were to just invest an additional 20 percent effort, you could create some quick checklists and processes for all the things you’re doing and the information you’re sending them. The next time you have to hire an employee, that process might take two hours instead of four. And over time, you can keep documenting the process until you can eventually hand it off to someone else.

This same situation applies to people in all kinds of roles. Simply put, if you want to stop doing something in your role, it’s a hell of a lot easier to get it off your plate if there’s a step-by-step checklist that anyone can complete.

At an organizational or team level, the first processes that should be documented are the ones with the highest business impact, lowest risk of change, and highest frequency. This is the 80/20 rule in practice yet again, as these will typically be the processes that produce 80 percent of the results. So when figuring out which processes to document first you can ask yourself the following questions:


	What impact does this process have on the business? (Including what negative impacts there would be if it were to stop occurring.)

	How likely is it to change in the future? (Don’t waste your time documenting a process that will change next month!)

	How frequently does this process recur? (The more a process happens, the more benefits you’ll see from documenting it well.)



You can even take the 80/20 rule to the next level here, by doing the 20 percent of the work in documenting a process that will give you 80 percent of the benefits. Documenting a process with a quick video recording probably only takes a few minutes, but it will provide 80 percent of the benefits of process documentation. It stores the knowledge within the company, and anyone can view the recording to complete the process—even if it’s not well optimized, it’s much better than nothing.


Documenting a process with a video recording is a great way to start because you get most of the benefits in a very short amount of time. You can always improve it later if necessary.



Like I said in the beginning, process documentation doesn’t have to be some monumental task. The important thing is that everyone gets into the mindset of documenting and optimizing processes, when and where it makes sense. Video recordings and the 80/20 rule are a simple way to put that into practice.

ROLE ROTATION: THE ULTIMATE PROCESS TEST

When I worked as a high-frequency trader, I was forced to have another colleague take over my trading book once a year while I went on vacation for two weeks (called a “block leave”) while I did the same with someone else at another point in the year. This was done for compliance reasons, but I noticed it had plenty of other benefits. While on block leave, you’re locked out of all systems. You can’t enter the building, log in to email, nothing. It’s a full lockout to give the company time to make sure nothing shady is happening.

I was a trader for eight years, and every year I did this exercise there would be an improvement to my trading book. My colleagues would come in with a completely different perspective and find areas that could be improved or made more efficient. Fresh eyes spark innovation! It’s hard to see the label when you’re inside the jar.

Later, as I was building my own company, I realized that role rotation could be implemented at nearly any company with similar benefits.


Rotating roles on a regular basis forces your team to document their everyday processes so that anyone on your team can jump in and handle someone else’s day-to-day responsibilities with little to no experience. At Leverage, we’ve had people spend a week in roles that are completely unrelated to what they would normally do, but they’re able to get through it thanks to rigorous documentation. They may not be able to handle every single facet of the role, but they can cover the core responsibilities.

When this happens, we see the same benefits that I saw at my trading desk. Sitting in one role for years at a time doesn’t exactly get the creative juices flowing. Most people who stay in one role for a long time just assume there is one way of doing things—the way it’s always been done. An operations team member may find multiple ways to improve an HR workflow. A marketing team member might see opportunities to improve the way a customer-service email is branded. And an accountant might be able to make some adjustments to a process in another department that will help them in their role come tax season.

Bringing in a fresh set of eyes opens up opportunities for improvement, and sometimes it can alert you to major issues that are sitting under your nose. Someone might rotate into a role and complete the same amount of work in half the time as the regular employee, find ways to optimize and simplify processes, and maybe even notice things that pose a risk to the organization.

The other benefit to consider is that, as your employees rotate in and out of multiple roles year after year, everyone becomes slightly more versatile and well rounded. In the case that one person on your team is overloaded, you can more easily have another employee step in and take some work off their plate to keep the ship afloat.

Ferrari, the most successful Formula 1 team in history, employs role rotation with their twenty-person pit crew so that anyone can cover any role—like changing a tire or adding fuel—in an emergency.6 This prepares them to handle every possible scenario and is one reason why they’ve been able to optimize their pit stops so well. (Fun fact: it takes them less time to complete a pit stop than it does to read this sentence.7)


Obviously, you can’t rotate anyone into any role. A graphic designer probably shouldn’t be running your accounting department (even for one day)! I suggest keeping role rotation within teams and/or departments.



Role rotation has a cultural benefit too. According to Gallup research, 32 percent of people quit their jobs because of career advancement or promotional opportunities8—in other words, they weren’t given a chance to learn, grow, and advance, so they looked elsewhere. This was the number one factor that caused people to quit their jobs, and it’s no surprise. Anyone looking to further their professional career wants to learn as much as they can. Swapping roles is a great way to quickly learn new skills and see how different parts of the business work.

Role rotation has saved us countless hours at Leverage, by reducing the impact of turnover and saving us time when fresh eyes find opportunities to improve processes. When my business partner left, a lot of our team left with him. Role rotation and process documentation saved us, as people who had previously rotated into roles were able to take over many of our critical business functions practically overnight.

If you do opt to try role rotation (which I’d recommend you do), I’d suggest starting by having two people on your team swap roles for at least one week out of the year. And you may want to leave this for the quieter times of the year, according to the role. If that goes well, you can incrementally expand it to the rest of your team.

WORKING YOURSELF OUT OF A JOB

Process documentation is a necessary step toward de-risking your organization and improving efficiency, but to look at it from such a literal standpoint is to miss the point of what we’re trying to accomplish here. Ultimately, the goal is to go beyond simply documenting processes and to instead cultivate a systems-driven mindset at your organization, a mindset where people instinctively turn one-off projects into repeatable processes and create systems to get work done instead of brute-forcing everything. It’s like taking “work smarter, not harder” to the next level.

I like to say that everyone at my company should be working themselves out of a job.

What does that mean exactly? As the leader, I want everyone to be optimizing their roles and working as efficiently as possible. I want them to have that systems-driven mindset so that they’re documenting their processes and creating systems to fulfill their role’s responsibilities without me having to tell them to do it.

When I tell my team that they should try to “work themselves out of a job,” what I really mean is that I want them to document and optimize their responsibilities so well that someone else can easily come in to take over their role—allowing them to move up within the company, taking on more responsibilities and creating more value. If someone is able to show me that they’ve documented their processes, searched for time-saving optimizations, and set up systems to cover their core responsibilities on autopilot, that shows me that person is ready to take on bigger and better things. Not only are they bright enough to make these improvements, but they’ve shown that they’re committed to making the organization better by saving time and money. I want to work closely with those people, and I would expect that most leaders and managers would feel the same way.

It may sound counterintuitive, but working yourself out of a job is the best way to move up in an organization or within your career. I suspect this might be scary to an employee at first, but if they were to think about getting promoted to the next level, they know that someone will need to replace them.


Dilbert’s Laws of Work say: “Don’t be irreplaceable; if you can’t be replaced, you can’t be promoted.”



The opposite holds true too—I don’t want to work with people who decide to purposefully make themselves irreplaceable to improve their job security. I want to work with people because I like working with them, not because I need to work with them.

This is a major red flag to me, as it shows they’re willing to put the company in jeopardy for their own benefit. It also tends to backfire spectacularly, in my experience. My close friend and mentor, Lee Brower—an affiliate coach for Strategic Coach with more than forty years of leadership experience in multiple industries—has a policy in his company that anyone who actively takes steps to make themselves indispensable will be fired. It might seem a bit harsh, but the principle is sound.

When I look at someone on my team who has already optimized their role, documented their processes, and developed a clear system for the role itself, it’s infinitely easier to promote them. The time to onboard and train a new employee is lowered, and I no longer have to seek out someone with a very specific skill set—thanks to all that documentation, they can learn on the job. I may even be able to hire someone less experienced to take it over at a lower pay rate. Or maybe someone else in the company who would have otherwise been unable to take this on can now take over the role and learn some new skills along the way. The whole process becomes easier.

THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Organizations and teams should always be striving to move from ad hoc work (projects) to repeatable work (processes).

	Process documentation doesn’t just benefit the company—it makes employees’ lives easier, saves them time, and reduces the chance of frustrating mistakes.

	Start by focusing on the 20 percent of processes that give you 80 percent of the results, and you can even put in 20 percent of the effort to get 80 percent of the benefits of documentation.



PRO TIPS


	Even if you don’t do full-on role rotation, at least schedule some routine process audits to go through your core company processes. Once per year.

	iorad is a great tool that allows you to make interactive screenshot tutorials to guide people through certain processes. It’s very useful for teaching someone how to complete a specific function inside a tool.

	If you do something more than once, start thinking about how to never do it again! This is the mental trigger that should spur you to document a process so you can eventually automate it or delegate it to someone else.

	You might want to consider designating one person on your team as a “process tester.” At Leverage, Andrew Parkes—a senior efficiency consultant and process documentation expert—is our go-to person for this. When we have an internal process that needs to be checked, he is the first one to test it. He troubleshoots the process but also makes suggestions on how to improve it. I realize that most teams don’t have an in-house process expert, but it’s worth investing some time and training into someone so you can get to that point.

	I’m a big fan of Verne Harnish’s Process Accountability Chart (called PACe), which can help you clarify who is accountable for your team’s most important processes and how you’ll measure success. You can find it for free online or in his book Scaling Up: How a Few Companies Make It . . . and Why the Rest Don’t.








CONCLUSION

If you had asked me ten years ago what I’d be doing with my time, I would never have imagined I’d be writing this book. To be fair, I also couldn’t have imagined how our workplace would change in the time since then, either. From high-frequency trading to becoming an entrepreneur and now an author, it’s been quite a journey. Building and growing Leverage has been one of the most challenging and rewarding experiences of my life.

To the outside world, Leverage is just an operational efficiency consultancy. To me, it’s a laboratory where my team and I can tinker with technologies and stress test new, innovative ways to work more efficiently. This book has been the culmination of the lessons I’ve learned while building this business, working with my team, and working with our amazing clients.

I wanted to write this book because I’ve gone through what you and many others are currently going through. From running a fully remote company when hardly anyone else was, to dealing with all the hassles and headaches of managing a team through a myriad of digital tools, I’ve hit every hurdle along the way, and I hope this book will allow you to sidestep much of the pain and frustration that I had to experience. This new way of operating is ultimately the mark I’d like to leave on the world, and I believe it has the potential to change many lives and businesses.

I hope that you have found this book to be useful and insightful. Time is our most precious asset, so my ultimate hope is that I’ve been able to give you (and your team) the gift of time, in some way, shape, or form—and that you’re ready to embrace the future of work.

I don’t know what’s going to happen in the next five, ten, or twenty years. I don’t even know what’s going to happen next month. What I do know, however, is that the principles of the CPR Framework will always apply. Even if the companies behind every tool discussed in this book were to disappear, you are well equipped to make the most out of whatever new tools show up in their wake. Tools might change, but the concepts won’t.

I predict that, over time, many of these tools will be consolidated and improved upon. I foresee some of these tools being combined in the future to create a more centralized digital headquarters with less context switching. The only difference is we’ll all save some money on software costs, we’ll have fewer places to look, and our lives will be that much easier. But until then, I think we’re set up to make the most of what we’ve got. Remember: It’s not the tool. It’s when and how you use it.

As you go about implementing the methods and strategies we’ve discussed, take it one step at a time and focus on the quick wins. “There is only one way to eat an elephant: a bite at a time,” as Desmond Tutu said. If you’re overwhelmed or feel like you need help implementing some of these concepts, we have a library of free resources and paid services that can help you. You can find bonus materials, software discounts, my Inc. column, and more information about Leverage’s consulting services at comeupforair.com.

Marc Bodner, our client and the CEO of L&R Distributors, once told me that implementing this framework in his business was not about adopting new habits, because habits are easily broken. It was more like establishing agreements. In the end, it came down to cultivating a new company “character trait.” I think he put it well—it’s a mindset that can take time to develop, but as it grows among you and your team, it becomes the normal way of operating.

Part of that mindset is embracing the fact that efficiency is a never-ending journey. I’m still trying to be more efficient every day. Even as you’re reading this, we’ve almost certainly found even better ways of operating at Leverage and with our clients. We’re always looking for a better way. Agility is one of the best skills you can have, and I believe the principles of the CPR Framework will allow you to adapt to whatever the world has in store. The COVID-19 pandemic showed us that unforeseen events are inevitable, but we adapted. Now, you’re equipped to adapt to whatever happens next.

With that in mind, I’d like to leave you with some final thoughts to keep in mind as you set out on this transformational journey.

OPTIMIZE FOR THE SPEED OF RETRIEVAL OF INFORMATION

If you were to only take one concept from this entire book, this would be it. The Scavenger Hunt is a very real problem that affects most people at most companies. Taking the extra time to consider where a piece of information should ideally be stored will pay dividends in the end, as that extra minute could save minutes for everyone on your team in perpetuity.

You might want to get things off your plate as quickly as possible, but it will only serve to keep you underwater for longer in the long run. This one concept, spread across an entire team, can have an exponential impact—don’t ignore it or take it lightly.

INDIVIDUAL PRODUCTIVITY IS NECESSARY BUT NOT SUFFICIENT FOR TEAM PRODUCTIVITY

As you and your team adapt to new ways of working, always keep this core principle in mind. What’s best for you might not be best for the team. Any time you’re implementing a new tool, process, or system, consider how it will affect the rest of the team and whether it will be a net productivity gain.

Being individually productive is great, and for the most part, the CPR Framework allows everyone to be very productive on an individual level. But there will always be some situations where you need to sacrifice your own productivity for that of the greater good of your team.

THIS FRAMEWORK WILL ONLY GET MORE VALUABLE WITH YOUR HELP

As an early adopter of the CPR Framework, you’ve just been given a powerful tool. You understand the language, the methods, the techniques, and the concepts. But you also know that this way of thinking becomes more valuable as more people get on board. I’d like you to think of this book as another communication tool—and as we know, the value of a network is proportional to the number of people in it. The more people who speak the CPR language and embody this mindset, the better it gets for everyone.

To get the full value out of this book, I invite you to share it with your team. If we can get everyone on the same page, together we can help a whole lot of people live more balanced, less stressful lives.


Now it’s time to reinvent how you and your team operate so you can finally stop drowning in work.
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