“When You Eat, Just Eat”¹

A Cure for Multi-Tasking
“Accidents happen quickly.” An adage we often hear, yet, may not truly believe until the accident happens to us or directly affects us. I became a believer May 7, 2005. I was grating cabbage using my food processor. A section of the cabbage became stuck in the chute that feeds the food into the processor. Because the cabbage was also sticking out the top of the chute, I gave it a push with the fingers of my right hand rather than the plunger. I did not even realize the accident had happened until I saw the blood. I then looked at my fingers and realized parts of the tips were missing, and bleeding profusely. I grabbed a towel to stop the bleeding and dialed 911. 

During the ambulance ride to the hospital and the laying in the ER waiting for the hand surgeon, I had plenty of time to think about how true the maxim about accidents was for me. And, to consider why this accident had happened. In addition to grating the cabbage to make cole slaw for dinner guests, I was also putting the groceries away and thinking about the information a client had just sent to me for the presentation I was giving the next day. My body was one place. My mind was somewhere else. Being forced to sit with my bandaged hand propped up for a few weeks allowed me ample time to reflect. And, to admit to myself that I was not really paying total attention to making the slaw that afternoon. 

Does any of this sound like you? You are driving and talking on your cell phone and eating. Or, you are waiting to meet with your boss and checking e-mail messages on your Blackberry and thinking about what you are going to say to justify the budget you just completed Or, you finally are on the phone with the HR director about an open position when you get buzzed about a vendor who has an appointment with you and a tech sticks his head in your open door and says “Come quick. We have a problem.” On your way to a meeting, you are running late because you were calming an irate physician when your cell phone rings. Or, maybe this scenario is more like you – you are working at your computer and eating your lunch when one of your staff asks is she can ask you a question. “Certainly” you say, as you continue typing so you do not lose your train of thought. 

We are all very busy people. One of the ways we have learned to adapt to the ever increasing demands on our time is to do more than one thing at a time. The challenge is our minds can only focus on one thing at a time. Which means, the one, or two, or many other things we are doing at the same time are not getting our brain’s attention. This can lead to accidents, as in my experience. Or, upset staff, who feel you are not paying attention to them. Or, poor outcomes as no one activity received your full, undivided attention. Or, you can feel the stress build in your shoulders, gut, etc. or the tension creep up your neck until a headache demands your attention. Or, all of the above!

About 10 years ago, I found a small book titled: Buddha’s Little Instruction Book. As I flipped through it, one “instruction” caught my attention. It says: “When you walk, just walk; when you eat, just eat.”¹ The first thought that popped into my mind was “What else does he think I do when I eat?” While driving back to my office, that thought kept nagging at me. I started to list in my mind all the things I also do while eating. The list included: reading, listening to voice mail, driving, watching TV, talking on the telephone, checking my e-mail, making lists……et. al! It also brought to mind a life-changing experience I had shortly after my division of McDonnell Douglas was purchased by a French company. As we were sitting in the cafeteria at lunch time, a French colleague commented to me about how quickly Americans eat. His next words are etched in my mind: “You eat to live. We live to eat. What are you in such a hurry to do that you do not take time to truly savor your food?” I had no answer to his question. The next few days, as I mulled over what he said, I pondered the source of my hurry-up mentality and multi-tasking habits. I also vowed to learn to change these habits so I would enjoy life more. I started by following Buddha’s advice to just eat, whenever I ate. To savor my food rather than eat just because it was time to do so or to fill a biological need. Not only do I relish my food more. I no longer have the stress-induced spastic colon I used to have! Do you remember what you ate for breakfast this morning? And, did you truly enJOY it? If not, maybe it’s time you also choose to follow Buddha’s advice!

Another aphorism we hear is “We don’t keep our habits, they keep us.” Multi-tasking, as much else we do in our lives, is a habit. By definition, this means we do things without even thinking about what we are doing. Or knowing why we are doing it. Do you know why you juggle so many things at one time? What are you rushing through your day to get to? Taking time to reflect on these questions is your chance to make a life-changing choice to begin to live more consciously. “Conscious living depends on finding out what goals are important to you, and moving toward those goals at a pace that allows you to feel vibrant.”(2)  My recommendation to you is to ask yourself “Why am I doing what I am doing right now?” This is a question I keep on my desk to remind me to act with intention and focus. Staying focused on your intentions and motives are fundamental to the results you achieve. 

“The great thing in the world is not so much where we stand, as in what direction we are moving.”                                                                                              --- Oliver Wendell Holmes

Why do we multi-task? Each of us has his own reasons. The most common ones I hear are: not enough time to get everything done, the more I get done during the day, the less I have to do at home at night and “No problem for me. I can juggle many things at one time!” Additional motivations I often see in my coaching clients are optimism, which leads us to believe we can get more done than is reasonable, our desire to keep everyone happy with us and perfectionism.

Let’s look at the time factor first. Our Western cultures worship the concept of speed. Ann McGee Cooper calls it “fast-lane behavior” in her book You Don’t Have to Go Home from Work Exhausted.  She describes this behavior as feeling “anxious to get ahead, to be first, to be recognized as fastest, best and most productive. We become addicted to the surge of adrenalin from the fast pace, the adulation of others, the sense of excitement. Soon, we do not feel alive unless we have this intensity during every waking moment.” (3)  Dr. Larry Dossey, internationally recognized as a leader in holistic health, calls this new disease “Hurrysickness.” Dr. Dossey describes this malady as a result of self-inflicted expectations related to our feeling that if we can only speed up enough we can finally get everything done. Yet, hurrysickness is a fast track to physical and psychological overload. And, a speeding up of our biological responses. This can result in diseases of the heart, high blood pressure and suppression of our immune systems. (4) Blinded by our need for speed, we do not realize that by multi-tasking and working at break neck speed, we do not do any of the multiple items to the best of our abilities.  This means many things need to be redone, which takes even more time and has high financial and emotional costs. Or, we are rated as poor performers, the exact opposite of what we truly want. 

A cure? Take time to consider why you are rushing through your day, and your life. I was fortunate enough to have a boss, Darryl, who introduced me to the concept that success is a journey, not a destination. I was aggressively pushing through each day, walking fast, talking fast, eating fast, or skipping meals to save time. And overbooking every day so I could fit in everything I believed I needed to accomplish and achieve. Then, one day, as I realized I was working more and enjoying life less, I asked myself why? Although it took me a while to truly understand Darryl’s message, I realized I already had most of the things I thought I was working so hard  to acquire. And, no time to enjoy them. It was at that point I created my three year plan to start my own business. And, learned to live more consciously and enJOY the journey!

Many people tell me they work hard during the day so they have more time to spend with their families and friends in the evenings and weekends. Yet, most of them have so little energy left when they arrive home they are there in body only, not mind or spirit. A client of mine who is the CEO at a local hospital asked my help to create more balance in his life. In the past 24 hours, he had worked at the hospital from 7AM-6PM, had then attended a physicians’ meeting that lasted until 10PM, stayed up until midnight so he could spend some “quality” time talking with his wife and then got up at 4AM so he could be at the gym by 5AM and at his desk by 7AM. He asked “How do I balance everything so I fit in time with my kids? And, not be always so exhausted?” Because I see balance as one side winning and the other losing, I recommend focusing on integration rather than balance. Find ways to mesh the important parts of your life. Ride bikes or play ball with your kids. Take a walk in the evening with your partner rather than going to the gym every day. Indulge in a favorite past-time such as fishing while allowing your mind to create next year’s goals. Release the belief you have to be superhuman and do everything yourself. Delegate tasks to your kids and your staff. It helps them learn and grow and allow you time to do the things that only you can do. It also provides time for you to do the things you really want to do. Consider hiring a coach to help you define, design and live the professional and personal life of your dreams. 

For all you people pleasers out there, I understand! While working in corporate world, I became famous for the holiday cookies I would bake and mail to my co-workers. In addition to traveling 4-5 days each week, from Thanksgiving to mid-December one year, I made over 2000 cookies, packaged them in special holiday boxes and mailed them. Why? Because I wanted to keep everyone happy, especially with me. The one person I forgot about was me! I was so exhausted that year I did not enJOY the beauty, serenity or the camaraderie of the season. The shift you need to make starts in your mind. You need to understand it is not what we do that makes the people who matter most in our lives like us. It is who we are that makes us lovable. I have found the less stressed we are, the more likely we are to be the kind, caring, helpful beings we were created to be. Before saying “yes” to anything, stop to ask your self why you are saying yes. Is it because you want someone to be happy with you, or because it makes you happy to do it? When you choose to discontinue the people pleasing habits you do so people will like you, you have more time to do the things that truly make you happy.

Although I prefer to think of myself as a recovering perfectionist, I occasionally fall back into old habits. Most of us adopted our perfectionist tendencies early in our lives. The good news is, our work is superlative. The bad news is, perfectionists tend to procrastinate because they want everything to be flawless. Thus, we put things off until we have no other choice, often working long and late to finish, stressing ourselves and everyone around us. Then, we console ourselves when the results are not perfect that we did not have enough time to do it as well as we wanted to. I aspire to focus on excellence, not perfection. To help you abandon your perfectionist habits, define “perfect” for yourself. You may find yourself laughing, as I did, as I realized the voice I was listening to when I acted perfectly is not my own! Choose to be exceptional by doing your best in a timely manner. 

You may be thinking: “This is all great, in theory, but not practical for my job, especially at our annual conference.” Remember, our habits do keep us – in the same hamster wheel that we would like to get off. The way you act has become habitual. If you want to be less stressed and more effective at your next conference, choose now to act differently. Or, to do different things. Make a list of what went well at this year’s annual meeting and what needs improvement. The best time to do this is right after the convention while everything is fresh in your mind. Or, keep a running list in your notebook during the conference. Look at the evaluations and ask the on-site staff for their input. Choose one or two things you most want to change and get to work on them. If details are not your favorite thing, look for someone in your organization that loves to organize and systematize things in order leaving you free to do the things you do best. This type of team work allows each of you to work from your strengths and enJOY what you do. Use the time to train staff so next year you will not have the excuse “It’s easier for me to do it myself than take the time to tell someone else how to do it.” Now is the time to work on letting go of your belief that you have to do everything yourself. (Hint: Ask yourself “Who says I have to do it myself?”) Before the conference is also the time to plan a celebration for yourself at the end of the conference – a time to enJOY the fruits of your work and distress! And, talk with your colleagues. Ask each one for one tip that has helped to improve their efficiency and decrease their stress.

On site – when things are chaotic, keep these thoughts in mind. Develop an overall and daily plan ahead of time, including breaks for meals and a reasonable bed time. Stick to it as much as possible to take care of you. Even though you want to have fun, your first priority is the conference. Key point: you can effectively do and listen to only one person at a time. Explain this to all those vying for your attention. We teach others how to treat us! Do one thing at a time, in order of priority, despite what others want. You are the one in charge! Employ two-way radios so you can be in touch with people instantly rather than having to walk everywhere to talk with others. Keep healthy snacks with you so you keep up your energy and health. Hold others responsible and accountable rather than trying to do everything yourself. Admit to being human and be willing to ask for help!!! Let go of those thongs you cannot control (especially all you perfectionists!) And, when the best laid plans go amok, take three deep breaths and think about the reward you will have when all is completes. It will clear your mind, calm your body and increase your energy. 

Have I learned the lesson of focusing fully on each thing I do? Not yet. But, I am moving in that direction. Because I now know accidents happen more quickly when we are not fully focused on what we are doing, I no longer talk on my cell phone while driving. This practice was affirmed for me last week when I saw a bill board along the highway. It had a picture of a driver on his cell phone. Underneath the picture it said: “World’s most dangerous phone booth. Just drive!” I also have shortened fingers that still hurt when I hit them on something because I, once again, am not giving my full attention to what I am doing. I often say “Awareness is our first inclination to change.” And, “Our actions truly show what is most important to us.” You are now more aware. It is up to you to change your habits if you want to live more fully, consciously and joyfully. Learn to give your full attention to what you do.  Work with intention and purpose as knowing why we are doing what we do makes the how much easier. And, cure your hurrysickness so you enJOY each and every day.
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