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Productivity Breakthrough
8 Work Habits to Rapidly and Sustainably Increase Productivity
Welcome to this compendium of principles and processes to improve your productivity.
Over the years people I have worked with added immensely to my understanding of “personal
productivity”. They shared the things that were keeping them from performing at optimal
productivity, and also what they have done to help them to improve productivity. I thank them for
their input.
Other people I’ve worked with, and learned a great deal from, over the years include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Stephen R Covey: The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People
David Allen: Getting Things Done
Jerry Fletcher: Paradoxical Thinking
Jerry Fletcher: Patterns of High Performance
Barbara Hemphill: Taming the Paper Tiger
Sunny Schlenger: How to Be Organised in Spite of Yourself
Roger Merrill and Stephen Covey: First Things First
Carl Honoré: In Praise of SLOW
and many more.

In this article I have captured some of the ideas, principles and best practices that make people
exceptionally productive. My hope is that you will not only enjoy reading it, but find it of immediate
practical value as well.
Working with people and seeing how “the lights come on” when I help them implement the 8 basic
work habits discussed in this article, is the purpose of what I do – helping people to enjoy life more
in all areas that are important to them.
You are more than welcome to send an email to gerrit@789.co.za or call me on 082 737 3676 (08 2
PERFORM) if you are keen on looking into opportunities for you (and your team) to enjoy a more
productive, happier and meaningful life.
I look forward to hearing from you.

Gerrit Cloete, Founder-Owner of Productivity Pit Stop
Mobile: 082 PERFORM (082 737 3676)
Get my "Monday Memo" |LinkedIn | Twitter | Web site

Feel free to share this article with friends and business associates.
All I ask is that you keep my contact details and live email and web site links intact.
www.789.co.za
gerrit@789.co.za 08 2 PERFORM (082 737 3676)

3

Introduction: Origin of “8 Work Habits to Rapidly and Sustainably
Increase Productivity”
Results from one of my recent productivity surveys showed that people:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Work more than 40 hours per week
Work at home over weekends and evenings
Are overwhelmed by email – they don’t get to an empty Inbox every day
Procrastinate and miss deadlines
Have too much to do and not enough time
Experience too much stress in the workplace
Have too many interruptions and distractions
Don’t finish what they start
Often do work only to discover later on that they were going down the wrong path
Do not have a trusted system to manage their projects and work in progress

Maybe you can relate to some of these?
There is a gap between the way in which these
people would ideally like to do their work, and
their current reality - needless to say that they
are not happy with this state of affairs!
Based on this feedback, and drawing on our
experience in Productivity Pit Stop of working
with people who wanted to increase their
productivity, the theme of “Productivity
Breakthrough: 8 Basic Work Habits of
Exceptionally Productive People” was born.

We use this framework in our webinars, workshops, talks and coaching and I would like to introduce
it to you in this article. When you start implementing these 8 Basic Work Habits, you will get things
done with less effort and be happier as a result.

Why call it “Productivity Breakthrough”?
“Productivity”: For me “productivity” means getting your “right things” done with as little effort
and hassle as possible.
“Breakthrough”: I like the definition from the online Merriam-Webster Dictionary:
• a sudden increase in knowledge, understanding etc.
• an important discovery that happens after trying for a long time to understand or explain
something.
I invite you to join me on this journey of increasing your knowledge about getting your right things
done with as little effort as possible.
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The nature of habit
To form a new habit, like the 8 Basic
Work Habits, Stephen R Covey teaches
in The 7 Habits of Highly Effective
People that three things need to be in
place:
• You must know WHAT to do. That’s
the knowledge and understanding of
the underlying principle of the habit.
• You must know HOW to do it.
That’s the skill required by practicing
the processes for the habit.
• You must WANT to do it. There has
to be a WIIFM (What’s In It For Me)
otherwise it’s not going to be a sustainable habit.
Just like gravity, the productivity principles underpinning the basic work habits:
•
•
•
•
•

Work for everyone
Work in any industry
Work whether you like them or not
Work everywhere
Will work forever

It is up to you whether you align the way you do your work with these habits or not. The choices
you make will determine the results you get.
Let’s begin your productivity improvement journey – enjoy the trip!
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Basic Work Habit 1: Think “Productive” - Create and sustain a
productive mind-set
The results you are getting in area of your life flows from the way you see things and what you
believe to be true. Remember that saying from the early days of word processing: WYSIWYG What
You See Is What You Get? That’s what this habit is all about.
if you are not happy with the results you are getting in any area of your life, it is necessary to
examine your beliefs about that area of your life. To quote Socrates: “The unexamined life is not
worth living for a human being.”
To significantly increase your productivity does not require
years of study and long hours of work.
You can make small changes to what you are currently doing
and thinking.
Small changes can have a huge impact! “Huge doors swing on
small hinges.”

To illustrate:
Fleas can jump up to 18 cm high. But in a flea circus they don’t.
They are “locked in” in a space where they perform their tricks.
Why?
As I understand it, when they were young, they were caught and
put in a glass jar which was then turned upside down on a
table– with the “glass ceiling” about 10 cm above them.
Just like human beings, they want to “live out their full
potential” and JUMP! But then they hit the glass ceiling. This hurts, and very soon the fleas
condition themselves to jump only so high that they don’t get hurt.
When the glass bowl is removed, they have been conditioned to only jump so high as not to hurt
themselves, and because they still BELIEVE the glass ceiling is there, their performance flows from
their “limiting belief”.
What are the “glass ceilings” that are preventing you from performing at your best?
Do you ever think: “I don’t have the time”? That is a glass ceiling, because you have all the time you
will ever have. The real issue is what you choose to do in your time.
Do you ever think: “If I want this done properly I must do it myself?” That is a glass ceiling, and you
end up doing work that other people could have and should have done, thereby stealing your own
time, and an opportunity to grow and develop from someone else.
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Do you think that “everything is important”? if you do, you will end up saying yes to things that are
really not that important, you will overload your plate and the quality of your work will suffer.
Do you sometimes say “I have to…”? That’s not really true, and illustrates a “victim” mind-set. A
more productive way is to say “I choose to”.
Take a good look at all areas in your life where you are not happy with your current results and then
explore and challenge your beliefs that are driving your behaviour and results – and change them as
required.
I recommend that you read “As A Man Thinketh”– the classic by James Allen. You can download it
here in different formats at no cost.
Other good resources are The Self-Talk Solution by Shad Helmstetter and Byron Katie’s web site at
http://thework.com/en

Basic Work Habit 2: Clarity – Make Your Work Visible and Actionable
“Clarity brings power.” – Tony Robbins
I recently saw a video of a guy coming out of
his house one morning, on his way to work.
There was heavy snowfall overnight, and he
starts cleaning the windows and side mirrors
of his car. Very happy with himself and
ready to go, he presses the button to unlock
his car – only to see the lights of the car in
front go on. He cleaned the wrong car! You
can watch the video here.
What should he have done? Press the
button before starting to clean the car to
make sure that he cleans the right car. The
principle is to clarify up front. Be crystal
clear about your work before you begin
working.
How often don’t you feel like this at the end
of a busy day - “I’ve been so busy, but what
did I achieve?” Maybe you were doing work
that you should not have been doing
because you started working before you
knew very clearly what you had to do.
In my workshops I help people get very clear
(by using the Make Your Visible thinking
“map” on the left), about what they need to do and then organise it in a system that allows them to
make their work visible and actionable.
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Your email Inbox is not your work. It should merely be a place where new emails arrive. You then
process them a few times a day to clarify your work and manage it where you can see it – in your
calendar and task-list.
If you “live in your Inbox” and use that as some kind of a to do list with flags and reminders, you will
not have an idea of what exactly your work is, and how long it will take you get it done. Only when
you make it visible and actionable in your calendar and tasks, you will know.
But clarity is not just about your work.
Without clarity of purpose, your life could become like a ship without a rudder – you have no
steering mechanism to get you where you want to be professionally and in your personal life. Being
clear about what matters most to you, helps you to make better decisions about what to do and
what to leave.
If you have not recently done so, this may be the perfect time to clarify your personal and
professional values, and then prioritise them. Take the time to develop and write your own personal
mission statement – you may find the Mission Statement Builder at this web site useful.
Without having this level of clarity about what matters most to you, it is virtually impossible to align
your daily actions with your priorities, which the topic of Basic Work Habit 3: Alignment.

Basic Work Habit 3: Alignment. Make sure that everything in your
Calendar and Task List support the achievement of your top priorities
When you are clear about your top priorities it becomes easier to say YES to the things that move
you towards those priorities, and say NO to the things that move you away from your priorities. This
is illustrated in this diagram.

Without this reference point of Top Priorities, it
becomes virtually impossible to make the choices
that will help you live a productive, happy and
fulfilling life.

Stephen Covey popularised what he calls the “Time Matrix” to group activities together which are
urgent, not urgent, important and not important. I prefer to call it an “Action Matrix” because it
helps us to choose appropriate actions - irrespective of how long (the time) they take.
It is not how long something takes that creates impact and value, but rather the event itself.
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For example, it may take only a few seconds for a golf ball to travel from the golf club to the cup on
the green when a golfer hits a hole in one, but every golfer that I have asked, tell me they will
remember it forever! That’s the impact – it does not matter if the ball travelled for 5, 6, 10 or 12
seconds, it is the action or event of hitting a hole in one that matters.

If we add “urgent” and “not urgent” dimensions to
the above diagram in which our priorities separate
“important” from “not important”, we get the
Action Matrix.

Stephen Covey named these groups of activities:
Important and urgent: Quadrant I (or Q1)
Important and not urgent: Quadrant II (or Q2)
Not important and urgent: Quadrant III (or Q3)
Not important and not urgent; Quadrant IV (or Q4)

When you plan your work and review your plan on a daily and weekly basis, check every meeting
request and every activity you plan to see if it will move towards or away from your priorities. Align
your actions with your priorities.
Only plan proactively to live above the line – life will push you below the line all by itself!

Basic Work Habit 4: Focus.
You may have used a magnifying glass to “put fire” to a piece of paper by
focusing the energy of the sun on a small spot on the paper at the focal length
of the lens.
You can only “light the fire” if the lens is correctly positioned – move it away
from this position at its focal length, and the energy gets dissipated over a
large area and the desired result (fire) is not there.
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Basic Work Habit 3 enables you to make sure that you only allow high-value items in your calendar
and tasks. Shouldn’t it be easy to just stay focused on these things and ignore the rest?
Yes, but in real life there are interruptions and distractions that take your focus away from the job at
hand. Do your best to eliminate or at least minimise these things! Turn off all notifications (email,
WhatsApp, SMS, Skype, phone) and see your productivity increase.
Not to mention the demon of “multitasking”. Multitasking is the wrong word to use for what we
mean when we try and do many things “at the same time”. It is not possible for the human mind to
focus productively on two things at the same time. A better phrase to describe our chaotic jumping
between things, is “switch tasking”. And every time you switch from one task to another, you lose
focus. So stick with one thing until it is done, and then go the next.
This will save you so much time and stress!
Also learn to say “no” to things that are not helping you to achieve your top priorities (Basic Work
Habit 3). Life is not a popularity contest. Every time you say “yes” when you should have said “no”,
you are distracted from your own priorities and begin working on someone else’s priorities.

How about your desk?
You can argue for all you want but it
remains a fact that every item on your
desk is tugging at your attention,
whether you like it or not, taking your
focus away from whatever it was that
you are busy with.

De-clutter your desk and environment by using the same questions and framework you used in Basic
Work Habit 2, “Make Your Work Visible”.
Then there is mental clutter. Our minds are often so “busy” that we cannot focus on what we want
to be working on. Here’s how to “fix” it: Every evening before you leave the office, or before you go
to sleep, write down (electronically or on paper) everything that comes up in your mind as you write.
Personal things, business things, big or small, everything goes to your “mind dump”.

Keep in mind that you can CONTROL certain things, INFLUENCE
others but here are things that you just have to ACCEPT and
ADAPT to.
Do not allow your energy to go into things that you cannot do
anything about. Focus on what you can control and influence.
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Finally, Geraldine Morkel identifies “8 Demons of Distraction” in her book.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Technology – get out of being available 24/7.
“Others” – colleagues, family, friends… anyone else who asks for your attention.
Activities – these are the “below the line” activities mentioned in the Alignment Habit 3.
Space – open-plan office, “messy” desk.
Stress.
Fatigue.
Illness and medication.
Unruly mind.

Get out your “weapons of self protection” and fight these demons of distraction!

Basic Work Habit 5: Adapt. Remain flexible and adapt as
circumstances and priorities change.
When last did a day work out 100 percent the way you planned it? Most people say “never”. In this
Basic Work Habit, we explore ways of being flexible when things change and you need to adapt to a
changing reality.
Jeff Weiner, CEO of LinkedIn, has written quite powerfully about the value of “under scheduling”. In
your calendar, leave some open space that is not allocated to anything and use it for thinking,
bouncing ideas off people or whatever shows up. (Watch a fun situation of having space available to
benefit from a huge opportunity!)
Yes, I do think it is good to plan your week and your day, but leave room for the unexpected. Three
analogies:
•
A trellis (like your weekly and daily plan) gives structure and a framework as
well as support for the plant as it grows. But it is not a solid structure. There
must be open spaces for the plant to grow and “express itself”. Yet – without the
trellis the plant will just stay on the ground.

•

A professional rugby team (hopefully!) has a game plan and studies their opponents, but the
plan does not include that the fullback will be tackled on the 22 halfway through the game –
the tackles in life happen all by themselves.
• When driving bumper-to-bumper on a highway there is no room to adapt or
manoeuvre. And things usually progress very slowly with lots of brake lights!
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Suggestion: When you plan your week or your day, study your
“opponents”, create a plan as a trellis and leave open space for things to
develop, including the “tackles” you get during the day.
Avoid back-to-back meetings like the plague! It’s like the game on the
left where the aim is to arrange the tiles in sequence. Without the open
space you cannot make a move.
Schedule “no fly zones” in your Calendar and communicate to your
colleagues that they should not even try to book a meeting with you during those times.
Expect the unexpected and embrace changes in your context. Things change. People interrupt you.
Your and other people’s priorities change during the day and week.
Accept this as your reality and live accordingly.

Basic Work Habit 6: Completion. Finish what you start
The Zeigarnik Effect states that your mind will remain occupied with an activity you have started but
have not yet completed. This is a sure productivity killer.
From the Sanglaz blog: “Now you’re probably wondering how the Zeigarnik effect improves
productivity. Since we experience intrusive thoughts about uncompleted tasks, the key to
productivity is working in focused periods of time, while avoiding multi-tasking and disruptions.
Getting a task done means peace of mind, while the intrusive thoughts mean that you will experience
anxiety when leaving a task unfinished to focus on something else. Since multi-tasking is simply
diverting your attention from one task to another (basically making the new task an interruption),
your brain won’t allow you to fully focus on the new task because you have left the previous one
uncompleted.”
The benefit of finishing what you’ve started is therefore obvious: a less cluttered mind that you can
focus more productively on your work at hand, rather than being bugged by “open loops”.
Procrastination and perfectionism are the main reasons why people don’t finish what they start. If
you can beat these destructive forces, you will not only get more done but experience less negative
feelings like frustration, disappointment and even being angry with yourself. And you will of course
save lots of time that you can use for more productive purposes.
I like this quote by Michael Hyatt: “My projects didn’t have to be perfect. They just had to be good
and useful today. I could always update it tomorrow.”
A few more thoughts about procrastination:
-

“Putting it off doesn’t make it go away. Getting it done does.” — Ned Hallowell, Driven to
Distraction
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-

Steve Pavlina: “Procrastination, the habit of putting tasks off to the last possible minute, can
be a major problem in both your career and your personal life. Side effects include missed
opportunities, frenzied work hours, stress, overwhelm, resentment, and guilt.”

-

Denis Jacobs: “Procrastination is often a symptom of perfectionism. Because perfectionists
fear being unable to complete a task perfectly, they put it off as long as possible. This stems
from the fear that not meeting the goal means that there is something bad, wrong or
unworthy inside of them. Further, perfectionists fear that failure will invoke criticism or
ridicule either from internal voices or external authorities and peers. The higher the fear of
failure and ridicule, the more perfectionists procrastinate.”
The effect of procrastination and
perfectionism is illustrated in this graph –
the law of diminishing returns. It states
that at some point the return on investing
more of the same resource diminishes the
outcome.
If you are hungry and only have a bunch of
10 bananas to eat, the first, and maybe the
second, bananas have high value, but when
eating bananas 6, 7, 8 and more, the value
drops.
Know when to stop!

When you find yourself procrastinating, ask these questions:
•
•
•

do I know what to do?
do I know how to do it?
do I want to do it?

At the end of every day, review the day and either complete or reschedule the things you have not
yet completed, and then schedule a time to get it done.
Getting closure improves productivity!

Basic Work Habit 7: Slow down to speed up
It has been said that people who rush, make 25% more mistakes than those who don’t. Yet we are
getting caught up in the cult of speed.
It is a pity that we are killing ourselves and our businesses in the process. The pace of business in the
21st century demands more results delivered by fewer people within often unrealistic deadlines and
with a scarcity of resources.
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No wonder that 36% of Human Resource managers in the UK reported, a few years ago, a drop in
productivity due to stress related illness.
Or that stress-related losses in worker productivity hover around $17 billion annually in the USA.
Or that a record number of Japanese people are literally working themselves to death despite a
government campaign to ease the country's notorious office hours.
Don’t get me wrong. I am not against speed. If you want to win a 100m race, you’d better run it fast.
But if you want to win a marathon, you’d better not run that at the 100m pace but at its own
appropriate pace.
Speed reading is fine, as is speed typing. But speed yoga? And speed meditation?
In your career, would you prefer the long term consequences of rushed decision making or that of a
well considered option?
If the pace in your life is faster than it should be, you experience stress and burnout. If “fast” is not
always the best option, what about “slow”?
But what is “SLOW”? “SLOW” is not a speed. “SLOW” is a mindset. “SLOW” is not about doing
everything at a snail's pace; it's about working, playing and living better by doing everything at the
appropriate pace - and moving in the right direction!
A few thoughts about direction and speed.
“Direction is more important than speed. We are so busy looking at our speedometers that we
forget the milestone.” – Unknown
“What comes first, the compass or the clock? Before one can truly manage time (the clock), it is
important to know where you are going, what your priorities and goals are, in which direction you
are headed (the compass). Where you are headed is more important than how fast you are going.
Rather than always focusing on what's urgent, learn to focus on what is really important.” – Stephen
R Covey
But having said that, don’t forget this quote by Will Rogers:” Even if you're on the right track, you'll
get run over if you just sit there.”
Direction first, then speed! Slow down to get your bearing and then move forward at the
appropriate speed.
Things you can do to cultivate the “slow down to speed up” habit:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Take one “three nights away” long weekend at least once every quarter.
Take a 3-week holiday once a year – unplugged!
Take a 5 minute break every hour while working.
Clarify what needs to be done before diving in.
Delegate everything you can.
When creating reminders of things to do, take a bit more time at the front end and put all
the information you think you might need during execution in the reminder at that time.
Then, when it’s time to do, you will never have to look for information – it will be instantly
available.
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•

Take time to build high-trust relationships. “Speed happens when people…truly trust each
other.” - Edward Marshall

•
•

Take time to plan every day and every week.
Simplify your life. (I recommend that you read Essentialism: The Disciplined Pursuit of

•
•

Less by Greg McKeown.)
Increase your typing speed.
Look before you leap.

And do your mind-dump at the end of every day - write down anything and everything that pops into
your mind. You will be amazed at how much better you will sleep! Then use the “Make your work
visible” habit to clarify what you need to do about each thing on your mind dump. Then use the
power of Alignment to make sure that these activities are actually aligned with your current
priorities.

Basic Work Habit 8: Learn and improve
“Great leaders are never too proud to learn.” – John Donahoe, CEO, eBay
“To measure is to know. If you cannot measure it, you cannot improve it.” - Lord Kelvin.
Here some things you can measure/evaluate to identify opportunities for improvement:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Meeting time.
Meeting quality.
Email volume.
Interruptions.
Phone calls.
Commuting time.
Time set aside for planning.
Switching between tasks.
Skills development opportunities.
Deadlines missed.
Social network interactions.

Kaizen (Japanese for improvement) aims for improvement in productivity, effectiveness, safety, and
waste reduction, and those who follow the Kaizen practice of continuous improvement often find a
whole lot more in return:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Less waste – inventory is used more efficiently as are employee skills.
People are more satisfied – they have a direct impact on the way things are done.
Improved commitment – team members have more of a stake in their job and are more
inclined to commit to doing a good job.
Improved retention – satisfied and engaged people are more likely to stay.
Improved competitiveness – increases in efficiency tend to contribute to lower costs and
higher quality products.
Improved consumer satisfaction – coming from higher quality products with fewer faults.
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•
•

Improved problem solving – looking at processes from a solutions perspective allows
employees to solve problems continuously.
Improved teams – working together to solve problems helps build and strengthen existing
teams.

You can easily apply the principle of continuous improvement. At the end of every day and week
ask:
•
•
•

What happened?
What worked and what did not work?
What can I learn from today to make tomorrow/next week better?

In Conclusion: “The better you get, the better you’d better get.”
This quote from David Allen’s wisdom (in his book Getting Things Done: The Art of Stress-Free
Productivity) summarizes a positive approach to personal development and improvement.
We never “arrive”; we are continuously growing and learning.
To quote Albert Einstein: “When you stop learning, you start dying.”
I would love to support you on the next learning stretch of your journey, the purpose of which is to
live a productive, happy and fulfilling life.
There are a few things we can do together for you individually or for you and your team.
1. If you use MS Outlook, you can join one of our public Outlook Productivity workshops in
Johannesburg, Cape Town, Durban and Bloemfontein. It includes an introduction to “8 Basic
Work Habits to Rapidly and Sustainably Increase Productivity” that you have now become
familiar with. You will bring your own laptop/computer to the workshop and by the time
you leave, you would have created a system to help you live out proven productivity
principles every day in a practical way. Click here for more information.
2. If you would like your team to improve productivity, we can do the same workshop
mentioned above for one or more groups at your premises. We can also design an
intervention that will exactly meet your needs.
3. We can work together in a Productivity Mastery individualised coaching programme
(delivered in person or virtual) to co-design and implement a system of high-performance
workflow management that suits your way of thinking and working.
4. We can also co-create a group coaching programme for your team.
5. I have recently developed a “Team Development” workshop that we can also discuss.
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Rather than bombarding you with more information than what you need right now, I suggest that
you click here to let me know what you would like us to explore together.
Thanks for reading this article, and I look forward to hearing from you.
Kind regards.

Gerrit Cloete
082 737 3676
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