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Foreword
By Ryan Olson

Some time ago I flew to the UK to do some work with Howard for a

client that had a scary safety record. They needed help, and the big

boss needed to be paying attention to the problem. At our first

meeting with the leadership team, guess who was missing: The big

boss was too busy to see me after paying for my plane ticket across

the Atlantic. Later, as Howard and I reflected together on the lack of

safety leadership at the site, he said to me “Clearly, being too busy is

NOT an effective strategy.”

That comment stuck. It’s also literally stuck to the left hand speaker

of my desktop computer at the office. Since hearing it, the credo has

inspired me to say no to things, put important stuff first and less

important stuff last, delete dumb stuff from my life, and find clever

ways to take better charge of my environment.

Not surprisingly, like most antecedents (prompts), the sticky note

hasn’t solved all my too busy problems. In this book Howard writes

about the difficulty of “stepping out of the ongoing stream of activity”

in order to get a proper perspective on what you are doing. Recently I

was swept away by the white-water. I was just reacting to stuff (and

over reacting). I was stressed and anxious, and had trouble sleeping.

I know my wife and daughter did not enjoy this period, and the people

I led at work probably felt uneasy and on their own. Being too busy is

a special kind of misery for the person who is stuck in it, and for the

people who have to deal with a person who is overwhelmed.

If you aren’t on your toes, your workplace will pull you into the too

busy trap. Everyone is vulnerable – did I mention I specialize in

self-management research? I work hard to get my environment right

so I am on my best behavior. However, during the worst of my crisis,

I felt like a total victim. I felt almost righteous in my victim-hood,

because I was too busy after winning several new projects. Now with

some perspective, and especially after reading Howard’s book, I can

see lots of missed opportunities for keeping my life under control so

I could actually enjoy the new and exciting work.
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*Chapter 8 is called motivational traps. This is Dr Ryan Olson’s material; I have seen his talk ‘motivational

traps’ a few times. I have also seen Allison Reynolds do a great job of the presentation too. This chapter was

produced by Allison from Ryan’s material, many thanks to both of you.

Are you currently feeling overwhelmed with your job or family life?

Do you work with someone who deflects work, or makes excuses for

sloppy behavior, with the too busy excuse? Throw a rope ashore, pull

yourself out of the stream of busyness, and pause to read this book

and reflect. It’s a short read, so even if you’re too busy you can do it.

It is loaded with simple ideas for shaking up the status quo and

taking more control of your life. 

You can easily track how you spend your time (and with whom); you

can map your high-activity, but low-value tasks; provide better social

consequences for too busy bosses or office bullies; working one day

a week from home; and more.

Come on! You owe it to yourself to prove that, in Howard’s words;

you can “manage yourself out of a paper bag”.

Ryan Olson PhD
Portland

Oregon

T H E  T O O  B U S Y  T R A P

“My favorite things in life don't cost any money. It's really

clear that the most precious resource we all have is time.’’

Steve Jobs.



We are talking about two separate worlds here, the world of the too

busy person and your world (not forgetting that you may well be too

busy also). You are vying with others I suppose for the attention of

the person in question; it’s a competition for time, which the subject

apparently allows random discretionary time for random people. It

might appear random but it’s not, it’s really them aligning themselves

to the reinforcers in their environment. Yes I know what you’re

thinking now, ‘aren’t we trying to run an effective organisation

here’? Yes, someone’s lost the plot.

The victims of too busy are unlikely to believe that they are the

problem, “I get all this stuff from my boss, and he’s on my back all

the time, when am I supposed to be answering the 100 emails a day

that come in.’’ This screams ‘learned helplessness’, ‘I am a victim and

I can’t do anything about this’. It looks and sounds sad and pathetic.

Of course, a predictable downstream impact of too busy is the

bottleneck it creates – the person who has become so disorganised is

likely to be creating paralysis within their teams. Imagine working

for this person; they have known they needed to get the report

written for the last five weeks, with 2 days to go they wake up from

their coma and try to pass the monkey to you. It’s possible to take a

side step if this person is a peer or colleague, but harder to do if

they’re your boss.

One of the other by-products of too busy is observing the too busy

person wasting time on jollies or even worse, you discover they are

susceptible to the temptations of corporate entertainment or on the

pointless pursuit of additional qualifications or certificates with

educational establishments. If this is the case then you can observe

frequent phrases laced with cynicism about the ‘bosses’. It’s a

slippery slope, the corporate world is peppered with tempting

opportunities for people to fall by the wayside and many people do,

it takes integrity and self discipline to avoid these traps. 
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Too busy is hard to detect from above, its best observed from below.

Someone recently said to me “we have no time for leadership, we are

all too busy’’ and I responded “if you could all stop being ‘sunflowers’

then you could use all that time for leadership.’’ Too busy, to most

passive observers looks like disorganised, ignorant, sad, stupid, cruel

and insecure.

In a recent course, a group of directors commented that being too busy

and having a jam packed day which started early and finished late was

just the way it was in their industry; a self-fulfilling rationalisation if

ever there was one

I am sure no-one sets out to look like any of these descriptions but it’s

very common indeed. It’s so common that when you observe someone

who organises their time really well, they stick out as calm and

approachable, take a look around, how many ‘calm and approachable

people do you see’? 

Too busy also causes very strong feelings of uncertainty amid the

victims lower down or outside the organisation. You can observe the

person who isn’t returning your calls or email walking in and out of the

building, and as you do this the feeling of anger increases day by day. Of

course they are completely unaware of your anger and frustration. You

can deal with this extinction experience in many ways but the most

effective method will be using a shaping plan and face to face. Your

quest right now is to change the personal consequences of your subject

from ‘I can ignore this/I am oblivious’ to ‘I can’t ignore this/I am aware’. 
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“ ”
The victims of too busy are unlikely to
believe that they are the problem.

4. What does too
busy look like?



Avoidance behaviours are common, they are difficult to spot because

you are observing what someone is doing and obviously you can’t

observe what someone isn’t doing. Yes you can detect raised levels of

aggression if you ask “why are you doing that’’ but it’s still not great as

a scientific process. 

Avoidance is doing something else because the thing you should be

doing is too hard/scary/confrontational/embarrassing/energy sapping

whatever. In an earlier book I mentioned my occasional habits of

cleaning the office when I get stuck with my writing, its avoidance

behaviour; it is not my obsessive desire to have a clean office.

I think too busy is used as a shield to hide behind by people while they

partake in more reinforcing avoidance behaviours. It’s too easy for

some people to respond to only selective emails, attend the easy, fun

meetings. It’s why office politics are so popular – it’s more fun than

work and you don’t actually do anything so you can’t make any

mistakes. Moaning about bosses at the water cooler, in the kitchen, in

the canteen, it’s all safe and reinforcing. It is socially acceptable to say

I’m too busy in most workplaces and it’s reinforcing. In fact, to say

otherwise would result in punishment from many of the other ‘inmates’.
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Another common trap is for people to be trapped in the ‘too corporate

to be honest’ trap. EG “You want my honest opinion? I am sorry but

my future wealth is far too tightly dependent on me saying what has

to be said, not the truth, does it say stupid idiot on my forehead?’’
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“Why don’t you stop telling me how busy you are and

just get on with your work?’’

Janet Slater.

“ ”
It’s too easy for some people to respond
to only selective emails.

5. Too busy as a
protective shield


