
7 Mistakes People Make When They Want To Increase Their Productivity 
 
Human beings want to improve their condition, part of which is to get the right things in their lives 
done with as little hassle as possible. 
 
Some people call it “productivity” , but because the traditional definition of productivity is about 
increasing output while at the same time decreasing input , we have become caught up in a “let’s do 
it faster” mantra. 
 
There are other options. 
 
In this short article I explore seven mistakes people make when they want to increase their 
productivity and suggest a few things that they can do to not only become more efficient but also 
enjoy an increased quality of living. 
 
1. “Why have a system?” 
 
If you look at the word SYSTEM as an acronym, it is something that  
 
Saves 
You  
Stress 
Time 
Effort 
Money 
 
Yet most people do not have even a simple system to help them stay on top of everything from the 
moment it pings on their radar until it has been completely dealt with. 
 
Take email as example.  When they sit down in front of their Inbox, they jump around doing the 
“easy” ones first, or read what their friends have to say, and when they move from one email to the 
next and the first one then changes to “Read” they then right click on it to show it as unread as a 
reminder to come back to it later. 
 
This wastes lots of time. 
 
Or they use the Inbox as a “To Do” list – not that there is much wrong with that except that it keeps 
growing and increases overwhelm.  They see the same message many times and have to think about 
it every time - again wasting time. 
 
Here is a systematic way of dealing with email: 
 

 Get out of your Inbox and go there only when you have a new batch of emails to process.  
Don’t make the mistake of responding to emails as they arrive – your world will not cave in 
on you if you respond to that email and hour or two later! 

 
 Manage expectations of people you work with.  Tell them that you will no longer be the fly 

in the emails spider web but have taken charge of how many times a day you process email.  
Something like: “Please note that I process email before 09:00, at 12:00 and after 16:30.  If 
you need to contact me before OI can next respond, please call me on 087 674 4477.” This 
will be nice addition to your email signature! 



 
 When you process a message, ask the following nine questions about it. 

 

1. What is it? 
2. Must I file it, trash it or act on it? 
3. How much effort will it take to get this to completion –one or more than one action? 
4. What must I do next? 
5. Can I do it within a few minutes? 
6. Am I the only person who can do this? 
7. Do I have to do it on a specific day – then put a reminder of the activity in my 

calendar. 
8. Will it take me more than about 30 minutes to do it - then put a reminder of the 

activity in my calendar. 
9. If the answer to questions 7 and 8 are “No”, then place a reminder of the activity in 

my task list. 
 
 
Other tips: 
 

 Organise activities on your task list so that similar activities are grouped together for easy 
reference and access.  E.g. all reminders of phone calls go in one group, all reminders of 
things to discuss with people to another group etc.  This is much better than having a to-do 
list on which there is a mixture of reminders of different activities. 
 

 Keep a clear head.  Your head was not designed to remember things – use Gmail, Outlook, 
your smartphone or tablet for that. 
 

 Review your system regularly.  At least once a week take stock of your current reality, 
update your calendar and task lists, lock back and learn from the past week and look 
forward to identify things that you should pay attention to now to prevent later crises. 
 

If you would like to receive a complimentary “Map for Action” with the nine questions to guide your 
thinking, click here to send an email to us and you will get it in your Inbox within one business day. 
 
 
2. They are not sure about what the most important things in their lives are and therefore cannot 

make the best action choices 
 
 
Stephen Covey popularised what he calls the “Time Matrix” to help people understand what they 
are spending their time on and how things could be different if they chose to things that are more in 
alignment with what is really important to them. 
 
To understand the impact of living a life with too many urgent things on their plate and not enough 
important things. 
 
But in today’s fast-paced world people think they don’t have the time to first set direction for their 
lives before starting to run. 
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Therefore they often end up in the wrong place very efficiently! 
 
Here is an adaptation of the Covey matrix. 
 
 

Important 
Urgent 

Important 
Not Urgent 

Your values, goals and current priorities 

Not Important 
Urgent 

Not Important 
Not Urgent 

 
 
If you had full control over your life you would be living entirely “above the centre line” doing  only 
things that are important, some of which may be urgent as well. 
 
Can you see that is virtually impossible to know whether you are living above the line in the world of 
importance or below the line where you do unimportant things? 
 
To prevent this mistake of not knowing where you are, take time to clarify your values, roles in life, 
goals and priorities. 
 
I suggest you Google the phrase “what are my values” and visit a few of the sites it returns. 
 
To help you develop your personal mission statement you will find these of value: 
 
http://www.franklincovey.com/msb/ 
http://www.missionstatements.com/personal_mission_statements.html 
http://www.nightingale.com/mission_select.aspx  
 
 
With your values, goals, priorities and sense of mission in place you will be crystal clear whether you 
are thriving “above the line” or wasting your life “below the line”. 
 
 
3. They have a negative (limiting) mindset about what they can achieve 
 
In the early days of word processing there was a saying “What you see is what you get”. 
 
That is still true, especially of what you see/believe about yourself and what you can do to improve 
your productivity. 
 
To illustrate:  One day I was walking down the aisle in a book store and found that it was blocked by 
a young girl sitting on the floor reading a magazine.  I was annoyed at the inconvenience of having to 
squeeze my way past her and was ready to give her a piece of my mind.   
 
Then I looked down at her and saw that she did not have arms… 
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She was sitting on the floor, reading the magazine, turning the pages with her toes. 
 
Everything changed. 
 
I no longer saw her (believed) as someone who did not have good manners and was just sitting 
down because she was probably lazy, but as someone who has acquired the skill of turning the 
pages of a magazine with her toes. 
 
When my belief (“what you see”) changed, my feelings changed and my planned beaviour of telling 
her what I though of her changed and therefor the outcome of t he interaction was changed. 
 
Attitude, behaviour and outcomes flow from how we see things.  From what we believe. 
 
If you desire different outcomes, then challenge your current beliefs about your productivity. 
 
For starters, challenge beliefs like: 
 

 I don’t have the time. 
 Too much to do and not enough time. 
 I have to respond to email as it arrives. 
 I have to have an open door policy. 
 If I say “no” I will be seen as not being willing to help. 
 To get ahead in this company I have to work long hours. 
 I am not good enough. 
 Everyone else in my family is disorganised – so it’s no surprise that I am disorganised too. 

 
Just see what happens to attitudes, behaviours and outcomes if the belief is turned around. 
 
You will be happy you challenged and turned around your limiting beliefs. 
 
4. They have no routine 
 
In my Productivity Mastery Programme I have the privilege of working with senior executives and 
business owners, and is such a joy to see the difference  that developing simple routines makes to 
their lives. 
 
Very few of them have fixed routines when they begin the programme, but after a week they have 
already integrated a “morning routine” (some call it a their “start-up” routine) and a “afternoon 
routine” (or “shut-down” routine.  This makes such a big difference. 
 
They schedule these two routines in their calendar (realising that it won’t work out perfectly every 
day) including activities like: 
 

 Grab a cup of fresh coffee. 
 Connect with my values, goals and priorities. 
 Scan the business pages of the newspaper. 
 Process overnight emails. 
 Process yesterday’s credit card and other slips. 
 Read something inspirational. 
 Write about the most inspiring thing that happened to me during the last 24 hours. 



 Write a positive email to one of the people in my social network. 
 Meditate. 
 Pray. 
 Exercise. 
 Preview my day – am I ready? 
 Are there any tasks that I can complete in the next 20 minutes? 

 
The afternoon routine includes things like: 
 

 Process my last emails of the day. 
 Clean my desk and everything else as if I am going on holiday today. 
 Preview tomorrow and prepare. 
 Write down the 7 most important things to do tomorrow. 
 Empty my mind in a “mind dump”. 
 Give myself a pat on the back for a job well done today. 

 
They create a weekly routine where they sit down for about an hour every week at the same time if 
possible to review their system, bring everything up to date, check that all their projects are moving 
ahead smoothly, and that their system is current. 
 
When this is done your mind will trust that it can find any information in the system and can let go of 
the unproductive habit of remembering things – which is not very good at by design. 
 
Just recently a few of my clients incorporated monthly, quarterly and annual reviews as well. 
 
This give structure and rhythm to their lives. 
 
They consistently report increased productivity, more awareness and less stress. 
 
 
 
5. “It doesn’t seem to matter” 
 
Jim Rohn has written a very practical and impactful article on the Formula for Failure and Success.  
Get it here. 
 
“ Failure's most dangerous attribute is its subtlety. In the short term those little errors don't seem to 
make any difference. We do not seem to be failing. In fact, sometimes these accumulated errors in 
judgment occur throughout a period of great joy and prosperity in our lives. Since nothing terrible 
happens to us, since there are no instant consequences to capture our attention, we simply drift 
from one day to the next, repeating the errors, thinking the wrong thoughts, listening to the wrong 
voices and making the wrong choices. The sky did not fall in on us yesterday; therefore the act was 
probably harmless. Since it seemed to have no measurable consequence, it is probably safe to 
repeat.” 
 
The key thought for me in this brilliant article is the reason why we continue to make errors of 
judgment and stick to bad habits that keep us unproductive is that “it does not seem to matter”. 
 
“Oh, I didn’t clean my desk today and my world did not come to and end – so it doesn’t seem to 
matter.” 
 

http://www.jimrohn.com/index.php?main_page=page&id=1290


And the thought is repeated day after day and we remain stuck. 
 
Jim Rohn wrote: “One of the exciting things about the formula for success—a few simple disciplines 
practiced every day—is that the results are almost immediate. As we voluntarily change daily errors 
into daily disciplines, we experience positive results in a very short period of time. When we change 
our diet, our health improves noticeably in just a few weeks. When we start exercising, we feel a 
new vitality almost immediately. When we begin reading, we experience a growing awareness and a 
new level of self-confidence. Whatever new discipline we begin to practice daily will produce 
exciting results that will drive us to become even better at developing new disciplines.” 
 
Sounds like there is a strong case for those routines! 

 
6. “There’s no balance in my life” 

 
Often people who want to improve their productivity focus their attention on their work-related 
activities and environment. 
 
But I believe that there’s more to productivity than just being more efficient at the office. 
 
Traditionally productivity is measured in a production environment where increased productivity 
means “more output for less input”. 
 
I like to think of productivity as closing the gap between where want to be and where we are – in all 
areas of our lives. 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The bigger the gap between where we are and where we want to be, the more we experience 
negative feelings like frustration, anger, disappointment… 
 
It is an unproductive space to be in. 
 

Where I want to be.  What I 

want to have.  What I want to 

achieve...  My future reality. 

Where I am.  My 

current reality. 



Again you can see the importance of knowing your values, goals, priorities and personal mission.  It 
defines the vertical arrow.  Without that there is no arrow, no direction, no sense of how well you 
are doing. 
 
It is important to keep all areas of one’s life in mind when planning the future reality. 
 
These are examples of the areas of focus in people’s lives: 
 

 Family 
 Spirituality 
 Career 
 Financial 
 Social 
 Mental 

 
Here is an example of the so-called “Wheel of Life” to which one can apply the following question:  
how much energy and attention am I giving to each area of my  life?  How much energy and 
attention would I like to give to each area of my life? 
 

 
If the numbers are not the same, you have 
work to do.  To create plans, goals and 
activities that will help close the gap  between 
where you are and where you want to be. 
 
That is when you will become truly 
product5ive in all areas of your life and not 
only in your career. 
 
I recommend that you create your own 
“Wheel of life” at this web site. 
 
 
The more you succeed in closing the gap the 
happier you will be.  And it has been proven 
that happy people are more productive. 
 

 
 
 
 
7. It’s all about speed 
 
It’s been shown that people who rush make 20-25% more mistakes than people who don’t rush. 
 
So why rush? 
 
Some reasons are: 
 

 Technology  
 “Always on” 

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newHTE_93.htm
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newHTE_93.htm


 Competition 
 Getting ahead 
 Expectations 
 Poor time management 
 “Being busy is good” 

 
We have become so conditioned to rushing that we forget to smell the proverbial roses along the 
way. 
 
So when people want to improve their productivity they invest in tools and systems that will help 
them top get through their work faster. 
 
That in itself is not a bad concept but there might be things that could and should be done at a 
slower pace. 
 
Speed reading sounds good – but speed meditation? 
 
Speed typing is great – but speed yoga? 
 
I coined the phrase “SLOW Productivity” – not meaning that everything should be done at a snail’s 
pace, but that things should be done at their appropriate pace and that long term productivity in all 
areas of our lives will improve. 
 
The relationship between you and your children or spouse should not be the focus of rushed 
efficiency – “Let’s see if we can fix our relationship by 11:45!” 
 
Sometimes people get hired in haste because “we must the position filled by month end” – and then 
the wrong person is appointed. 
 
Or we rush meetings that have to finished by 10:00 because the next meeting starts 5 minutes later 
– but right now is the most critical moment of the entire project and we need more time… 
 
I strongly recommend you read the work of Carl Honoré, including “In praise of SLOW” and “the 
SLOW Fix”. 
 
Also pay a visit to the web site of  “The Slow Movement” – you might find some SLOW activity close 
to you! 
 
This is paradox of high performance is “Slow down to speed up”. 
 
Get your head around this and see how many opportunities you have to slow down in your personal 
and business life. 
 
You may be pleasantly surprised at the results of slowing down. 
 
--- 
 
Gerrit Cloete is the founder of Productivity Pit Stop and can be reached at +27 82 737 3676 or 
gerrit@789.co.za .  Services and products of Productivity Pit Stop can be found at www.789.co.za . 
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