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DEDICATION

To Mama and Papa.

Thank you for loving me,

believing in me,

and supporting me.

I love you.
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INTRODUCTION

Reflect, Resist, Replace: Become More Effective by Taming Your Counter-Productive Habits

I WAS WALKING DOWN FORTY-EIGHTH STREET IN MIDTOWN MANHATTAN, when a man, well-dressed in a nice suit and shined shoes, with coiffed hair, and a leather briefcase, brushed by me. Then I saw him turn his head and spit out his gum.

I kept my eyes on the wad of gum to be sure I didn’t step on it. The gum flew maybe three feet in front of me, bounced off a tree, and then rolled onto the sidewalk, landing right underneath his foot as he took his next step. He kept walking without noticing his own bright blue gum stuck to the sole of his shoe.

I laughed out loud.

And then I got to thinking. How often do we all do the same thing? How often do we take an action that we think is in our interest but ultimately ends up as gum stuck to our shoes? How often do we engage in behaviors that backfire?

Sometimes the ways in which our actions work against our interests are blatantly obvious—and easy to avoid. I just heard a story of someone who worked in a senior role at a Wall Street bank. Like the bank, he was highly leveraged; he’d bought an apartment well beyond his means. When he heard he wouldn’t be getting a bonus as big as he’d expected, he yelled and cursed and disparaged his boss to other people in the firm. Now he doesn’t have a bonus or a job.

Other times our self-sabotaging ways are more subtle, like the time I was running late for dinner with my wife, Eleanor. We had agreed to meet at a restaurant at seven o’clock, and it was already half past. I felt guilty but had been stuck in a client meeting that ran over. When I arrived, I apologized and told her I didn’t mean to be late.

“You never mean to be late,” she answered. Uh oh. She was mad.

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” I said, “but it was unavoidable.” I explained why I was late, describing details about the client meeting, maybe exaggerating a little to convey to her how important, how inescapable the meeting really was.

But instead of soothing her, I only made things worse. Now she was angry and annoyed.

Which made me angry and self-righteous. “Look,” I said, “I’m working really hard.”

The conversation continued to spiral down, each of us reacting to the other’s response. We both wanted the same thing—to enjoy a nice dinner together. But our reflexive responses moved us apart, and we ended up feeling separate and angry, the exact opposite of what we intended.

The culprit: our counter-productive, knee-jerk reactions.

My knee-jerk reaction to being late was to offer an explanation. Eleanor’s knee-jerk reaction to my explanation was impatience. My knee-jerk reaction to Eleanor’s impatience was anger. And on and on the argument went, each of us mindlessly following our instinct-driven script, no matter how ineffective.

Obviously, I didn’t intend to get into an argument with Eleanor. In fact, the reason I offered an explanation for my lateness was not to get into a fight. Yet, at the end of the day, my intention alone wasn’t the most important thing. What mattered even more was how my action—explaining my lateness—affected Eleanor. Pretty poorly, it turned out. I basically spit out my gum and then stepped on it.

When Bad Habits Happen to Good People

The basic things we all want—fulfilling relationships, accomplishments of which we’re proud, meaningful success at work, to be of service to others, peace of mind—are surprisingly straightforward to achieve. But, in many cases, our best efforts to achieve them are built on habits and behaviors that, simply put, don’t work.

When we feel overwhelmed and stressed by our growing to-do list, our knee-jerk reaction is to work longer hours and pack more into the hours we are already working. We multitask, dash from meeting to meeting, sneak e-mails under the conference-room table, and work early in the morning and late into the night. Our intention is to reduce our stress and overload. But our actions have the exact opposite effect: we end up more stressed and more overloaded.

Or we say things we think will impress someone but, instead, prompt rejection. We reach out to comfort a friend but, somehow, make her more upset. We give a team a pep talk, but without knowing why, we discourage them.

Each time we feel stunned. What just happened? we wonder. In the end, we spend days trying to repair the damage of those knee-jerk reactions that have backfired on us. We spend countless hours and a tremendous amount of energy thinking about what we said, talking to others about how we handled a situation, planning our next move, and maybe even walking the long way to the bathroom so we don’t have to pass someone we’ve inadvertently offended in the hallway.

Four Seconds to a Better Habit

There is good news: this is not a hard problem to solve. In fact, all you need is four seconds. Four seconds is the amount of time required to take a single breath. That short pause is all you need to see where you’re going wrong and to make a little shift.

And I mean little. The alternatives I suggest in the pages that follow are amazingly straightforward. They give you the results you want, and you won’t have to spin your wheels endlessly. They are ways of thinking, speaking, and acting—ways of being—that are simpler than the old ways and far more effective. They take less time and less energy. They help you become hyperproductive without being hyper.

In my book, 18 Minutes: Find Your Focus, Master Distraction, and Get the Right Things Done, I offered a way for you to regain your focus and reshape your days around what matters most to you. I asked you to be strategic and intentional about what you do.

In Four Seconds, I’ll show you how to be strategic and intentional—at the speed of light—about how you do what you do. 18 Minutes helped you focus on the right things. Four Seconds will help you get the most out of that focus.

After all, it’s not enough to excel at managing your time; you need to excel at using that time powerfully. How you act during those hours determines your success: how you frame your mind, how you relate to others, how you speak and act at work and with your teams. The goal is not just to survive a busy life but to thrive in your most important endeavors and relationships.

You’ll learn to replace time-sucking, energy-wasting, counter-productive knee-jerk reactions with new habits and behaviors that are time saving, energy boosting, and productive. You’ll learn new ways of living, working, and connecting in this fast-paced world that bring results and peace.

A New Habit Is Born

What could I have done differently when I arrived late so my valuable time with Eleanor was spent enjoyably instead of fighting? I could have taken just four seconds—enough time for a deep breath, a pause, a reset of my perspective—and then resisted the urge to explain my lateness, and instead acknowledged Eleanor’s experience of waiting for me:

“I’m sorry I’m late. You’ve been sitting here for thirty minutes, and that’s frustrating. And I know it’s not the first time. I can see how it seems like I think being with a client gives me permission to be late. That’s disrespectful of your time, and I’m sorry you had to wait here for so long.”

This is easier said than done. My intuitive, gut-instinct, knee-jerk reaction is to validate my tardiness rather than my wife’s feelings. Doing so makes me feel better, like I’m not so bad for being late because there’s a specific reason. But the intuitive response is counter-productive. While it makes me feel better, it makes Eleanor—who’s been waiting for me—feel worse. It reinforces the point that whatever I was doing that made me late is clearly more important than she is. And just like that, without even realizing why, our nice evening is destroyed.

On the other hand, avoiding any explanation but reflecting on how my lateness affects Eleanor, while counterintuitive, actually makes her feel better. That’s because it shows her that I see her. And it’s an admission that there’s no good explanation for keeping her waiting. And just like that, our nice evening is saved.

And a new habit is born. When I’m late, my new knee-jerk response is still to apologize, but now I don’t explain—or make excuses for—why I’m late. Instead, I acknowledge the other person’s experience of waiting for me.

There’s an added bonus to this new habit: I’m late less often. Explaining to Eleanor how my lateness affected her made me want to change in general. I don’t want to be disrespectful of her or anyone else’s time. And I don’t want her or others to feel frustrated. Somehow, acknowledging and coming clean to Eleanor about how my behavior affected her made me face my behavior in a new way. In other words, my new automatic response to being late hasn’t just improved my relationship with Eleanor; it’s improved my behavior too.

That’s the power of a productive habit.

But changing our habits is not easy to do. Our intuitive responses are, well, intuitive. They’re habits that feel natural and are hard to break. Even if they don’t work, relying on them is what we know. In the heat of the moment, it’s how we react. Knowing a new, effective, automatic response is half the battle. The other half is using it under stress. I’ve written Four Seconds to help you win both halves.

After struggling with my own counter-productive habits, I have discovered a three-step process that helps me make smarter, better decisions—and take smarter, better actions—so I predictably achieve the outcomes I want:

1. Reflect.

Pause for the briefest of moments—just long enough to become aware of what you’re about to do and assess whether it’s a good move . . . or a bad one.

2. Resist.

If you’ve determined that you are about to do something counter-productive, resist your urge to follow through. In the heat of the moment, this can be difficult.

3. Replace.

Once you’ve successfully reflected and resisted, make a better choice in the moment. Take the right action for the situation you’re in so that you achieve the outcomes you most want.

Chapters 1 and 2 present the foundation of my three-step process. They will help you build your capacity to reflect on and to resist bad habits, the two keys that open the door to replacing these behaviors with better ones. The rest of the chapters are organized into three sections and show you how to replace the counter-productive habits that may be sabotaging your personal effectiveness and productivity, your relationships, and your work.

In part 1, “Replace Poor Thinking Habits,” you will learn how to regain control of your mind—an often powerful saboteur—and make it your ally. You will develop ways of thinking that serve your best interests, draw you toward your objectives, and make you happy. You will learn how to master your impulses and temptations. You will become calmer and more peaceful. The replacement habits in part 1 will help you become grounded.

In part 2, “Replace Bad Relationship Habits,” you will increase your capacity to handle difficult emotions—your own and other people’s—and you will become a master at reacting and responding productively to difficult conversations and situations. The replacement habits in part 2 will help you become connected to the people around you.

In part 3, “Replace Ineffective Work Habits,” you will learn to work—and lead—in a way that inspires the motivation, loyalty, and commitment of the people around you. You’ll subvert any tendencies that end up alienating colleagues or instigating opposition; instead, you’ll encourage self-motivation, positivity, and support in your organization. The replacement habits in part 3 will help you lead courageously, authentically, and with impact.

Four Seconds will help you overcome your self-defeating habits and behaviors. While your counter-productive impulses may not disappear completely, the advice in the pages that follow will help you gain power over them and help you develop new habits that advance your true interests, so you make the impact you intend to make. The amount of time you will save by making better choices will be immeasurable. The positive impact you will have—on your life, your relationships, and your work—will be invaluable.

I can only assume that the guy with the gum on the bottom of his shoe hasn’t yet noticed. He’s probably still leaving a bright blue sticky trail in his wake. But you don’t have to.






1   Reflect

Quash Your Bad Habits by Knowing What Triggers Them

JEFF WAS THE CEO OF A HIGH-TECH, FAST-GROWTH COMPANY, AND he had a reputation for losing his temper. He once threw a telephone across the room—and a chair. But mostly, he raised his voice and criticized. Not always—but often.

I was at a two-day offsite meeting with his leadership team, where we were discussing the company’s strategy and addressing several issues that seemed to be limiting its execution. Nick, the COO, was at the front of the room, facilitating the conversation when, suddenly, Jeff erupted. Red in the face, he threw his hands in the air and decried Nick’s lack of accountability.

“One minute I was fine,” Jeff later told me at dinner, “And the next I was yelling.” He paused, thoughtfully, shaking his head, “I did not see that coming.”

“That’s interesting,” I told him, “I did. I watched your anger build for ten minutes before you blew up.”

Jeff was astonished. “What did you see?” he asked.

Like Jeff, we all develop counter-productive habits—like blaming others, engaging in self-criticism, arguing, or even setting goals (which sounds productive but often backfires disastrously). But we can replace these with more effective alternatives.

Here’s the thing: It doesn’t take long to change a habit. But it’s hard. Really hard.

It’s wildly challenging to shift direction when you’re in the heat of the moment, when your heart is beating, your adrenaline is flowing, and you’re on the spot. Subverting a knee-jerk reaction that is following a well-worn and familiar track isn’t something that comes easily.

So how do we stop?

Here’s the thing: We have no hope of changing anything that we’re not aware we’re doing. That’s why the first step is to pause and reflect. If we can pause for even a few moments, we can subvert the immediate reaction that follows on the heels of our adrenaline rush. That reaction comes from the part of our brain—the amygdala—that once helped our ancestors evade saber-toothed tigers. It stimulates the fight-flight-freeze reaction that, in our relatively safe environments, is grossly over-used.

The hard part is that, once ignited, a knee-jerk reaction has the momentum of a runaway train.

So here’s the key: subvert the reaction before it ignites. A moment of awareness and reflection needs to precede your reaction—not happen during or after it.

Which means you have to be prepared. What are the kinds of things that set you off? Who are the people who trigger responses in you that you later regret?

Once you’ve identified those, keep moving in reverse. Consider the warning signals that precede those events. What are the earliest signs that you’re about to be in one of those situations? That one of those people is about to set you off?

That’s when your moment of awareness and reflection can be most productive.

I knew that Jeff would ask me what I saw, which is why, during the meeting, I had documented his minute-by-minute buildup. I pulled out my notes:

Minute 1: Nick steps to the front of the room (I knew Jeff had an issue with Nick’s lack of accountability so, as soon as Nick stood to facilitate, I knew Jeff was at risk of losing his temper).

Minute 3: Jeff starts tapping his foot.

Minute 4: Jeff starts tapping his pen on his pad.

Minute 6: Jeff’s breathing changes. He is taking deeper, exasperated, audible breaths—like sighing.

Minute 8: Jeff is shifting in his chair. He can’t sit still. He is physically uncomfortable with what’s going on.

Minute 9: Jeff stops breathing. He is literally holding his breath.

Minute 10: BOOM!

What are some things you do that lead to outcomes you don’t like? Think of your reactions like a train, which makes a number of stops before it arrives at its final destination (e.g., yelling, criticizing yourself, judging others, etc.). Usually, you sleep through all the stops and wake up just in time to dash off the train, forgetting your bag.

Instead, identify five or six stops before you get to that destination. Like Jeff’s foot tapping, his breath changing, and his shifting in his seat. Identify your stops, learn what they look like and feel like. Recognize them as you approach their stations. This increases your awareness.

Your best shot at subverting your counter-productive habits is to get off the train at the earliest stop possible. It takes practice, and you’ll miss the early stops the first few times. But don’t despair: Each time you notice—even if it’s after the fact—you are building your awareness muscle, your capacity to reflect before reacting.

The next day, at his request, I sat next to Jeff in the meeting room. Nick presented again but, this time, we were prepared.

When Nick rose, I leaned over to Jeff and whispered: “He’s getting up. Breathe.”

“I got this,” Jeff responded.

Five minutes into Nick’s presentation, I leaned over again, “Jeff, you’re tapping your foot.”

Jeff surprised everyone during Nick’s presentation by making clear points without raising his voice once. Here’s what was most amazing: When Jeff reacted more calmly, Nick took accountability like none of us had seen before.

Which is the point. Our unproductive behaviors are, well, unproductive. If we change them, we can change the negative outcomes they are producing. The trick is to catch them early.






Start to notice your counter-productive habits. When do they happen? What triggers them? Let those triggers prompt your reflection before the habit ignites.











2   Resist

Four Seconds to Pause, Breathe, and Course Correct

THIS MORNING, LIKE EVERY MORNING, I SAT CROSS-LEGGED ON A cushion on the floor, rested my hands on my knees, closed my eyes, and did nothing but breathe for twenty minutes.

People say the hardest part about meditating is finding the time to meditate, which makes sense. Who these days has time to do nothing? It’s hard to justify.

Meditation brings many benefits: it refreshes us, helps us settle into what’s happening now, makes us wiser and gentler, helps us cope in a world that overloads us with information and communication, and more. But if you’re still looking for a business case to justify spending time meditating, try this one: meditation makes you more productive.

How? By increasing your capacity to resist distracting urges.

Research shows that an ability to resist urges will improve your relationships, increase your dependability, and raise your performance.1 If you can resist your urges, you can make better, more thoughtful decisions. You can be more intentional about what you say and how you say it. You can think about the outcome of your actions before following through on them.

Our ability to resist an impulse determines our success in learning a new behavior or changing an old habit. It’s probably the single most important skill for our growth and development.

As it turns out, that’s one of the things meditation teaches us. It’s also one of the hardest to learn.

When I sat down to meditate this morning, relaxing a little more with each exhale, my concerns drifted away. My mind was truly empty of everything that had concerned it before I started meditating. Everything except the flow of my breath. My body felt blissful, and I was at peace.

For about four seconds.

That’s how long it takes to take one breath. And within one breath, thoughts came flooding in. I felt an itch on my face and wanted to scratch it. A great title for my next book popped into my head, and I wanted to write it down before I forgot it. I thought of at least four phone calls I wanted to make and one difficult conversation I was going to have later that day. I became anxious, knowing I only had a few hours of writing time. What was I doing just sitting here? I wanted to open my eyes and look at how much time was left on my countdown timer. I heard my kids fighting in the other room and wanted to intervene.

Here’s the key though: I wanted to do all those things, but I didn’t do them. Instead, every time I had one of those thoughts, I brought my attention back to my breath.

Because, while four seconds is all it takes to lose focus, that’s all it takes to regain focus too. Four seconds—one breath—is all it takes to stop yourself from a counter-productive knee-jerk reaction. And four seconds is all it takes to make a more intentional, strategic choice that’s more likely to get you where you want to go.

Sometimes, not following through on something you want to do is a problem, like not writing that proposal you’ve been procrastinating about or not having that difficult conversation you’ve been avoiding.

But other times, the problem is that you do follow through on something you don’t want to do, like speaking instead of listening or playing politics instead of rising above them.

Meditation teaches us to resist the urge of that counter-productive follow-through.

Later in this book, I will suggest that it’s easier and more reliable to create an environment that supports your goals than it is to depend on willpower, but sometimes you do need to rely on plain, old-fashioned, self-control.

For example, self-control is useful when an employee makes a mistake and you want to yell at him even though you know that it’s better—for him and for the morale of the group—to ask some questions and discuss it gently and rationally. Or when you want to blurt something out in a meeting but know you’d be better off listening. Or when you want to buy or sell a stock based on your emotions even though the fundamentals and your research suggest a different action. Or when you want to check e-mail every three minutes instead of focusing on the task at hand.

Each time you meditate, you will be proving to yourself that temptation is only a suggestion. You are in control.

Does that mean you never follow an urge? Of course not. Urges hold useful information. If you’re hungry, it may be a good indication that you need to eat. But it also may be an indication that you’re bored or struggling with a difficult piece of work. Meditation gives you practice having power over your urges so you can make intentional choices about which to follow and which to let pass.

So how do you do it? If you’re just starting, keep it very simple.

Sit with your back straight enough that your breathing is comfortable—on a chair or a cushion on the floor—and set a timer for however many minutes you want to meditate. Once you start the timer, close your eyes, relax, and don’t move except to breathe, until the timer goes off. Focus on your breath going in and out. Every time you have a thought or an urge, notice it and bring yourself back to your breath.

That’s it. Simple but challenging. Try it—today—for five minutes. And then try it again tomorrow.

And if you don’t have five minutes? Then try it for four seconds.





A four-second pause—the time it takes to take one breath in, one breath out—can be powerful enough to subvert a poor decision and replace it with a smarter one.












PART 1

Replace Poor Thinking Habits





It wasn’t easy getting into my writing chair. The obstacles weren’t physical—I was perfectly able to sit down and write. The obstacles—like most obstacles that distract us from achieving the things that are important to us—were mental.

I was busy, with lots of urgent things to get done, so sitting to write felt almost indulgent. The challenge of writing always invites procrastination even in the best of circumstances, but this morning I had been moving at a furious pace and was stressed about a client issue, both of which were in conflict with the slow, thoughtful pace that writing demands.

But, against all odds, there I was, finally settled into my writing.

I had just written my first sentence, when the door suddenly flew open and my daughter Sophia, who was seven years old at the time, rushed in.

“The kitchen is flooded!” she yelled. “Help!”

Seriously? Apparently, Daniel, who was five years old, filled a glass of water and neglected to turn off the tap. Oops.

My knee-jerk reaction was to yell at both Daniel and Sophia. I could feel energy surge in my body as my muscles tensed. In that moment, yelling felt both justified and appropriate.

But I paused and took a breath. Four seconds.

That breath was the hardest thing I did all day. In concept, breathing is easy. But pausing for a few seconds to take a breath in the midst of the swirling emotions I was feeling? When I was frustrated and mad and tired and worried? Not so easy.

Those four seconds—and the presence of mind to take them—are the first step to subverting our counter-productive knee-jerk reactions: the first step to making the smartest choice in the moment.

In part 1, you will learn to slow down—to create space between what you feel and what you do—and to make smarter snap decisions that move you toward the outcomes you desire. The chapters that follow will help you find that space, solidify it, and notice what happens in it. But more important, it will help you ditch your self-defeating mental habits that get in your way and replace them with productive ones. You will discover things like

       •   how indulging temptation is the key to overcoming it;

       •   why setting goals can actually derail performance;

       •   how strategic disengagement can recover your focus and willpower;

       •   how doing nothing at all can solve the most difficult problems; and

       •   why most of our stress is caused by events of minimal consequence and how changing our expectations—not external reality—is the key to success.

I hope the advice in the following chapters helps you better master your impulses and temptations and adopt mental habits that lead to a productive, calmer, and more peaceful life.
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