HOW TO FIND BREATHING SPACE IN TODAY'S FAST-PACED SOCIETY

In his book, Simpler Living (Skyhorse) Davidson, a full-time professional speaker, certified management consultant (CMC) and author of 59 books, offers tips on how each of us can achieve greater simplicity each day in all aspects of our lives.

In an interview with Davidson (www.BreathingSpace.com) we spoke about how salespeople, especially inside sales reps, as well as business executives and entrepreneurs can handle information and activity overload. 

Q:  How do you define breathing space?

Davidson:  On a simplistic level, breathing space is the capability of the individual to recognize that he, not his boss or clients, is driving his days and life. Yes, sales reps have goals to meet, but there are ways they can approach those goals without beating up on themselves in the process. The idea is not to go, go, go until you drop. Too many people are exhausted by the end of the day.

Q:  How does breathing space differ from time management?

Davidson:  Time management is essentially a set of rules to follow. For example, time management books say the ideal number of times to handle a piece of paper is once.  That's a rule, and rules work well when an individual is confronting a situation that is relatively definable and linear. Rules don't work at all when a person is faced with multiple options, constantly changing needs or a constantly changing environment.


Under the concept of breathing space, the number of times one should handle a piece of paper depends on what the paper says -- it may need to be handled 25 times. However, the optimal number of times to handle most pieces of paper is zero. The reason is that the contents of most papers are not worthy of retention.


Studies show that 80 percent of what executives file is never used again.  That's four out of five pieces of paper. Look into any salesperson's briefcase, filing cabinet or glove compartment and I guarantee you will find excess paper that simply clogs the system and keeps him from being maximally effective.


All the paper people encounter in their personal lives added to the paper they encounter in their professional lives yields an "information over-glut."

Q:  How can sales reps handle information over-glut?

Davidson:  A key principle I discuss in the book is "managing the beforehand," or operating in an anticipatory mode. Most people typically deal with the aftermath.


For example, if a rep planned to call on eight accounts in one day, he would address an envelope to each account and stamp it in advance so that after he left the account and got in his car, he could immediately write a follow-up letter saying, "Nice meeting with you today...," or "Thanks for introducing me to the others in your firm." The rep is not writing a form letter, but a note specific to something that happened at that sales call. Then, the rep would mail the note from the next mail box.


This approach may sound as if I'm creating more work. But it actually creates a foolproof system for making sure customers always receive immediate written follow-ups. Also, the rep no longer has to write letters when he gets home, where doing so takes three times the work.

Q: Where else can "managing the beforehand" be used?

Davidson:
Actually, a sales rep can manage the beforehand in all aspects of his life.  If the rep is the family member responsible for getting his kids ready for the day, he should manage the beforehand by assembling all of the children's coats, toys or school items in front of the door the night before. The rep should also pack up his car the night before. Yes, these tasks require a little more effort in the evenings, but they yield superior piece of mind and make the mornings more pleasant. In short, they yield breathing space.


Salespeople can manage the beforehand in many other ways. For instance, they can create files. If a rep is calling on a new account, he can create a file folder in advance of the call and put it in his filing cabinet. Even though he has nothing to put in the file at that time, he has created the space so that, as he begins to accumulate brochures, data and other information, he has a home for them. Most reps stack up the data they collect and create files only begrudgingly. It's time for them to look at filing as an art -- as the key to more effective selling.


There is a paradox in these examples. The paradox is that to be more effective and efficient, a salesperson must first slow down a little bit. By slowing down at the appropriate moments, a salesperson can increase his efficiency and thus make specific aspects of his job go much faster and easier.

Q: What is "conditioning your environments"?

Davidson:
Conditioning your environments is a principle related to managing the beforehand.  When an individual conditions his environments, he is arranging the spaces and products that he uses regularly in such a manner that they more effectively meet his needs. For example, it's important that inside sales reps condition their desks.  The salesperson's desk has to be a comfortable place because it is at the core of his livelihood. If making his desk more comfortable means getting a better chair, he needs to get a better chair. It may mean getting a computer swivel arm to raise the monitor off his desk, thereby increasing his desk space. Any changes that add to productivity are worth it if the rep looks at his career as an investment.


A rep may also condition his environments by setting up his home and car to be more productive. A rep should have at least 50 quarters and 50 dimes in his car at all times. A salesperson is asking for trouble if he goes into any metro area without the proper change for parking meters. Anything the rep can take care of while on the road is going to enhance his home life, and if he enhances his home life, he enhances his career.

Q:  You've said that by increasing breathing space a person increases his 
energy level.  Would you explain?

Davidson:  Let's say there are two reps that do the same job in identical offices with identical supplies. The only difference between the two is that one rep has a desk piled high with subscriptions, reports, data and the one particular customer file he wants to work on that day. The other rep has on his desk only that customer file he wants to work on – all of his other papers are filed. Both reps start to work on their files. All other things being equal, who is going to be more focused and productive working on the account, the person with just the customer file in front of him or the person with the array of papers piled on his desk?


Let's extend this example. Say it's late at night and the same two reps are reviewing their customer folders. The person with the clean desk will close the folder at the end of the day and leave his office. This rep will return to a clean desk in the morning. He will have more energy than the person who leaves his office with the papers strewn everywhere. Office clutter takes a mental toll on salespeople. You can't pretend the clutter isn't there.


To the degree that salespeople can keep the flat surfaces in their lives clear – desktops, table tops and tops of file cabinets – they will have more breathing space, and space yields time. In other words, by keeping the spaces open, salespeople will feel more in control of their time.

Q:  Why is it more important today that people feel in control of their time?

Davidson:  Because people believe that they need to "keep up," and that they can keep up. But there is no way to keep up.


There are many reasons why people want to go faster and faster.  Television and radio are just two reasons. On the average television program, the scenes change every 3.5 seconds. In music videos, it's every 1.5 seconds.  Radio deejays across the board speak faster today than they did 20 or 30 years ago. Every aspect of society has sped up, and it's giving people the message that they have to run, run, run.


Because of this drive to go faster, I advocate that instead of trying to watch every news program or read every newspaper, people look for the pattern or trend. Each of us can only take in and apply so much. In an information-based society, if a salesperson is holding onto a lot of charts, rosters, lists and clippings, most of them are going to get replaced before they can ever be used, so he should just hold onto the one key article that he wants to show a client.

Q:  You have stated that the amount of paper inundating us in 10 years will decrease.  Does that mean you believe we will have more breathing space 10 years from now?

Davidson:  Yes and no. Yes, because each time a person reduces his paper handling, he increases his breathing space. If a person has old newspapers around the house and sends them out to be recycled, he feels better immediately, and his whole house looks better.


And no, because the moment new technologies become available, such as bar code scanners in cars, expectation levels immediately rise to meet those new technologies.


The key is to recognize that at all points in a life, one can stop, take a breath, and collect his or her thoughts. Sales reps must reward themselves for what they have done, which will prompt them to achieve even more.

Jeff is The Work-Life Balance Expert® for our time-pressed workforce. He wrote Breathing Space and the 60 Second Self-Starter. Visit www.JeffDavidson.com  or call 800-735-1994 for more on Jeff's keynote speeches and seminars including "Managing Information and Communication Overload®" and "Choosing When it's Confusing®." 

------ Sidebar:  Why are sales reps confronting too much paper? ------

In this world of 7 billion people, more information is generated on Earth in a single day than a person could comfortably absorb in the rest of his or her life.

There are far more than 3,000 books published per day.

The typical sales professional encounters more than 660 pounds of paper per year, which equals a 55-foot high stack.

The typical sales professional receives more than 240 pieces of mail per month that he did not solicit.

The typical American family receives more than 200 catalogs a year. 

