
[image: The Now Habit]



[image: Penguin Random House]




About the Author

Neil A. Fiore, Ph.D., is a management consultant and licensed psychologist in private practice in Berkeley, California. He has served as a psychologist at the University of California and as a consultant to industry and health and educational institutions. He has been published in The New England Journal of Medicine, Science Digest, and Boardroom Reports, and has appeared on numerous radio and television programs across the country. Dr. Fiore is widely acknowledged as an expert in the areas of health psychology, optimal performance, stress management, and hypnosis.




[image: publisher alert]
WRITE-ON PAGES
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Foreword to the New Edition

It’s been almost twenty years since The Now Habit was first published, and thirty years since I began to develop and test the strategies of putting guilt-free play into your schedule (creating an “Unschedule”) and “choosing to start” as ways to remove the obstacles to your natural motivation and optimal productivity.

Since then, in my seminars and private sessions with coaching and therapy clients, I’ve been challenged by some of the most entrenched forms of procrastination. Repeatedly, I’ve found that going back to Now Habit basics—the Unschedule, fifteen to thirty minutes of uninterrupted work, and using the Flow State/Centering exercise—works in most cases. The Now Habit has stood the test of time.

In this revised edition, I’ve refined and clarified some concepts and exercises, but the essential message of The Now Habit remains the same:


Procrastination is a habit you develop to cope with anxiety about starting or completing a task. It is your attempted solution to cope with tasks that are boring or overwhelming. When you use the Now Habit strategies to lower your anxiety, fears, and self-doubts, you can stop using procrastination as an escape and can double your productivity and, often, double your income. When you learn to work efficiently—in the Flow State or Zone, using more of your brain-cell power—you have less reason to avoid important, top-priority tasks.


The Now Habit frees you of shame and blame and moves you to a leadership perspective in your life. From this awakened sense of a larger, stronger self, you are free of the inner conflict between the inner voices of “you have to” versus “but I don’t want to.” You begin to live your life from choice—a leadership function of your higher, human brain and your new identity as a producer.

The Now Habit exercises help you break the cycle of procrastination by removing the stigma of calling yourself “a procrastinator” who’s burdened by having to get so many things done. Instead, you become like martial artists and peak-performing athletes who can push aside distracting thoughts and focus their attention on what they can do now. You don’t have to wait until you feel confident, motivated, or until you know it all; you start now and see what comes to you. You rapidly shift from not knowing to knowing—which is the essence of creativity.

Much has changed in the world since The Now Habit was first published in 1989. Surfing the Internet, instant messaging, e-mailing, and the use of cell phones have added to the number of distractions that can seduce us away from our mission of starting on a major project that could change our lives. Because these new devices give us an immediate response, they have an unfair competitive edge over activities that will not be rewarded until the end of the month or—as in the case of finishing school, writing a book, or learning to play the piano—until after one to four years of intensive work. All the more reason to use the tools offered you by The Now Habit.

Another change is that readers of The Now Habit have contacted me for coaching on how to apply the book’s strategies to managing others and to their personal lives as well as their work. This has given me additional insights into what you, the reader, need in order to make the Now Habit a powerful tool in shifting you from a Procrastinator (or an overwhelmed workaholic) into an efficient Producer who wants greater work-life balance.

We all need to use strategies and techniques to avoid the pain that many of my clients have expressed to me: the pain of finding yourself, once again, at the end of another day and another week thinking, “I didn’t do any work on what matters most. I worked and kept busy, but I don’t know what I did.” This is the feeling that more and more of us are having as we become workaholics (the flip side of procrastination) who treat all tasks as urgent while avoiding the few, priority projects that contribute to the bottom-line and the satisfaction of doing something meaningful.

The changes in today’s work setting—layoffs, cutbacks, and downsizing—mean that more of us are doing work that was once done by two or three, and more of us are starting our own businesses. We, very understandably, feel overwhelmed and burnt out. All the more reason to learn to focus and work in the “Flow State” (Chapter 7), and try to maintain the work-life balance that underlies the strategies of this book.

Advances in research conducted by NIH (the National Institutes of Health) and in the fields of neuropsychology and behavioral medicine over the last twenty years have proven that we can take control over our negative habits if we follow a series of steps. Their findings support The Now Habit’s underlying principle of knowing when, where, and how to start a project, and how to replace procrastination with the healthy habits of producers. It seems that The Now Habit was ahead of its time.

I’m more confident than ever that The Now Habit’s second edition can help a new generation of readers rid themselves of the procrastination habit and find that they are naturally motivated, productive people.




Preface

In his book, Creativity: a short and cheerful guide, John Cleese of Monty Python and Fawlty Towers fame defines creativity as “new ways of thinking about things.” The Now Habit is a new way of thinking about procrastination and why we do it. It doesn’t blame you or call you lazy; it simply helps you get unstuck by shifting you to the effective self-talk of your “Leadership Brain.” By following The Now Habit steps, you will get started sooner and discover that your brain is excited to learn the creative work of going from not-knowing to knowing.

I whole heartily agree with Sir John Cleese and would add that guilt-free play is essential to working creatively, rapidly, and efficiently. This is especially true when you are working on boring tasks that you would rather avoid, put off, or delay for as long as possible – that is, those tasks on which you are most likely to procrastinate.

Since much of life involves inescapable boring – and, sometimes, painful – tasks such as completing income tax forms or undergoing surgery, it makes sense to learn how to limit the debilitating habit of procrastination and to move on to productivity, creativity, and improved health. Achieving success in school, business, or sports usually requires facing some difficult tasks. The sooner you start, the sooner you’ll be through them and be on to those tasks you enjoy. The sooner you start, the sooner you’ll discover that you – or, at least, you and the creative part of your brain – are more creative than you thought.

Having worked with thousands of procrastinators, I’ve come to believe that procrastination is not the cause of our problems, but rather, an attempted solution. I define procrastination as an attempt to resolve issues such as low self-esteem, perfectionism, fear of failure and of success, indecisiveness, an imbalance between work and play, ineffective goal-setting, and negative concepts about work and self.

What we are really fighting isn’t procrastination, but the things that make us use procrastination as a way of protecting ourselves from criticism, fear, and failure. And, with so many forms of distraction available since its first publication in 1989, The Now Habit system is more important than ever if we are to do the tasks that will improve your life.

To have a fighting chance against the dive-bombing distractions flying at us from the internet, texts, and cell phones, we need a clear mental focus on When to start, on What to start, Even if the usual habits and distractions raise that siren calls. Instead of fretting over “How will I ever finish all this work and do it perfectly so as to avoid criticism?” focus on When you can start for 5-15 minutes, on What part of the task, and be prepared with your list of Even ifs to swat aside the usual distracting suspects such as self-doubt, psychoanalysis, cravings, calls and texts. In 5-15 minutes, you may not have completed an important task but you will know more than you know now and your future self will appreciate that you got started.

Those who apply The Now Habit techniques and practice them can make massive changes in their productivity and life. It may take daily and weekly practice of improving your leadership self-talk, but within weeks most see great improvement. Note: if you slip back to old self-talk e.g., “I have to finish all this work,” quickly get back to replacing “have to” with higher brain choice to follow your higher mission: “I am choosing to start for 15 minutes (thereby getting a fear-inoculation shot and moving from stuck to momentum) to help my future self.”

Note: you don’t “have to want to” do the work; you’re an adult, you can choose to do what is difficult, as you do when you start a puzzle, a crossword, or practice tennis.

Be careful to avoid asking “What’s wrong with me?” That’s a deep swamp. Keep your focus on the task and avoid psychoanalysis. Regardless of your emotional or psychological state, you’ll feel better developing the Now Habit of getting started.

Best wishes on your journey of discovery.

Neil Fiore




Introduction


Human nature has been sold short … [humans have] a higher nature which … includes the need for meaningful work, for responsibility, for creativeness, for being fair and just, for doing what is worthwhile and for preferring to do it well.

—ABRAHAM H. MASLOW EUPSYCHIAN MANAGEMENT



Whether you are a professional, an entrepreneur, a middle manager, a writer, or a student who wants to overcome problems with procrastination—or if you simply want to be more efficient in completing complex and challenging projects—this program will help you get results. If you are organized in your larger work projects, but find that the small, essential tasks of everyday living get ignored, the Now Habit will help you set priorities for, start, and complete these tasks as well. If you are a professional whose busy schedule doesn’t allow for leisure time, the Now Habit strategic program will legitimize guilt-free play while it improves the quality and efficiency of your work.

If you suffer from extreme panic and blocks when confronted by pressure to perform, this book will show you how to overcome the initial terror so you can get started. It will teach you to use empowering inner dialogue that leads to responsible choices, while avoiding ambivalent messages such as “you should” and “you have to.”

The typical procrastinator completes most assignments on time, but the pressure of doing work at the last minute causes unnecessary anxiety and diminishes the quality of the end result. Procrastination is a problem that we all have in some areas of our lives, be it balancing the budget, filing a complicated legal brief, or painting the spare bedroom—anything we have delayed in favor of more pressing or pleasurable pursuits. We all have tasks and goals we attempt to delay—or totally escape.

FROM PROCRASTINATOR TO PRODUCER

The procrastination habit catches people in a vicious cycle: get overwhelmed, feel pressured, fear failure, try harder, work longer, feel resentful, lose motivation, and then procrastinate. The cycle starts with the pressure of being overwhelmed and ends with an attempt to escape through procrastination. As long as you’re caught in the cycle, there is no escape. You can’t even enjoy the recuperative and creative benefits of guilt-free leisure time. Suddenly, any time spent on play—and even time spent on more enjoyable work—feels like an uneasy shirking from what you should be doing. By negatively affecting the way you think and feel about work, leisure, yourself, and your chances for success, procrastination becomes a part of your identity.

Instead, you can cultivate the Now Habit: the ability to put aside the fear of failure, the terror of feeling overwhelmed, and low self-esteem, and focus your mind on what you can start now. The skills and strategies of the Now Habit program will let you think of yourself as a producer, feel like a producer, and act like a producer.

A NEW DEFINITION OF PROCRASTINATION

Dozens of books offer pop-psychology theories about why people procrastinate. They encourage self-criticism by giving you additional negative labels, and they imply that you’re lazy by making greater demands for discipline and organization. But there’s a big difference between just diagnosing what’s wrong and providing a system that enables you to correct it. People who have been procrastinating for years on major life goals are already pretty good at self-criticism. What they need are positive, practical techniques for getting beyond the stumbling blocks and on to achieving their goals.

Some books offer prosaic advice such as “break it into small pieces” or “set priorities.” You already know this. You’ve heard the advice, you have the knowledge—you may even have paid dearly for it. But this kind of advice isn’t helpful because it misses the point: you would do these things if you could, if it were that simple.

People don’t procrastinate just to be ornery or because they’re irrational. They procrastinate because it makes sense, given how vulnerable they feel to criticism, failure, and their own perfectionism.

To overcome procrastination you need a positive attitude about the human spirit. This spirit’s inherent motivation and curiosity has gotten us out of our caves and into condos, up from the comfort of crawling to the risks of standing and walking. The human spirit drives us to what Maslow calls our “need for meaningful work, for responsibility, and for creativeness.” If we can harness it, it will ease the fears that cause procrastination and open entirely new horizons for human achievement.

The Now Habit is based on the fact that somewhere in your life there are leisure activities and forms of work that you choose to do without hesitation. You are more than “a procrastinator.” You do not procrastinate twenty-four hours a day. When you turn your attention toward what you love to do—activities that foster your spontaneity, motivation, and curiosity—you know that you are more than a procrastinator, more than just lazy. With these experiences you can begin to shed your identity as a procrastinator and reconnect with your innate human drive to produce and make a contribution.

If early training has caused you to associate work with pain and humiliation, then just approaching an intimidating or unpleasant task can bring on a reliving of criticism, not only from your current boss but from parents, previous bosses, and teachers. Every insecurity bubbles up to your consciousness as you think about working on some project you feel you’re no good at. Pain, resentment, hurt, and fear of failure have become associated with certain kinds of tasks. When life seems to hold too many of these tasks it’s as if you’re driving with the brakes on; you’ve lost your motivation and doubt your own inner drive to get things done. At this point your self-criticism seems justified. You’re likely to think of yourself as a chronic procrastinator—someone doomed to experience anxiety and self-reproach when faced with certain kinds of projects.

Your first step toward breaking the procrastination habit and becoming a producer involves redefining procrastination and coming to a new understanding of how and why we use it. Procrastination is not the cause of our problems with accomplishing tasks; it is an attempt to resolve a variety of underlying issues, including low self-esteem, perfectionism, fear of failure and of success, indecisiveness, an imbalance between work and play, ineffective goal-setting, and negative concepts about work and yourself.

A complete treatment of procrastination must address the underlying blocked needs that cause a person to resort to procrastination. The Now Habit starts with a new definition:


Procrastination is a mechanism for coping with the anxiety associated with starting or completing any task or decision.



From this definition it follows that those most vulnerable to procrastination are those who feel the most threatened by difficulty in starting a project, criticism, failure, and the loss of other opportunities that may result from committing to one project.

THE NOW HABIT

Advice such as “just do it,” “try harder,” and “get organized” is based on the old definition: “Your problem is procrastination. If only you weren’t so lazy you could do it.” Well-meaning parents, teachers, writers, and friends will worsen the problem by adding: “This is a really tough job. You’re going to have to work really hard. No fooling around. No time for friends and vacations until this is completed.” The message they communicate is: “Life is dull and hard. There’s no time for fun. Work is dreadful, yet it must be done.” This old model of work and life is similar to Woody Allen’s “Life is hard, and then you die,” or the Puritan belief “Life is difficult … you need to learn discipline.”

This program is based on more positive definitions of life, work, human potential, and procrastination that are more in keeping with the positive psychology of Abraham Maslow than with Sigmund Freud. It has greater faith in human nature, and therefore it goes beyond the typical “how to” book by making you aware of the deeper anxieties about failure, perfectionism, and criticism that lead you to procrastinate.

The Now Habit program emphasizes healing the underlying self-alienation—the working against yourself—that results from early training and cultural conditioning. It cuts through the crippling assumptions of the Puritan work ethic—that your production determines your worth—and the negative Freudian views of human drives—that a “lower self” must be subdued and disciplined by society. Instead, the Now Habit reestablishes a working relationship within yourself that lessens inner conflict and allows you to engage your whole self in your task.

By giving you the tools to create inner safety and positive inner dialogue, it helps you to lessen the fear of being imperfect and enables you to take risks and start sooner.

Because practical application of this positive philosophy to work situations is so rare, you will find few direct references listed in this book. The underpinnings of this book are in somewhat less practical, but seminal, works such as Matthew Fox’s Original Blessing, Jean Shinoda Bolen’s The Tao of Psychology: Synchronicity and the Self, Dan Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence, Martin Seligman’s Authentic Happiness, and Gerald Jampolsky’s Love Is Letting Go of Fear.

The Now Habit is a strategic system—that is, it goes beyond “how to” advice and presents a plan based on the dynamics of procrastination and motivation. The program shows you how to shift gears into a higher level of functioning so you can go faster more efficiently. It shows you how scheduling more guilt-free play in your life can attack the underlying causes of procrastination by lowering resentment toward work, making it easier to start working, improving the quality of work, and stirring motivation. With this strategy you will be able to work virtually free of stress and enjoy your leisure time free of guilt. The Now Habit program will provide you with ten powerful tools for overcoming procrastination.

1. Creating safety will show you how to put a psychological safety net under your high-wire act so that you can lessen your fear of failure and learn how to bounce back from mistakes with renewed purpose.

2. Reprogramming negative attitudes through positive self-talk will help you to identify your negative messages to yourself and discover how they adversely affect you, while replacing them with positive phrasing that directs your energy toward task-oriented thoughts and rapid solutions.

3. Using the symptom to trigger the cure will show you how to use old habits to evoke and strengthen the formation of new, positive habits.

4. Guilt-free play will teach you how to strategically schedule your leisure time in order to shift your focus from work to play, thereby creating a subconscious urge to return to work.

5. Three-dimensional thinking and the reverse calendar will show you how to control the terror of being overwhelmed by important tasks by creating a step-by-step calendar of your path to achievement, with adequate time to rest and to fully appreciate your accomplishments.

6. Making worry work for you will show you how developing plans for coping with distractions will help you achieve your goals and strengthen your ability to face the worst that could happen.

7. The Unschedule will let you see the freedom awaiting you through prescheduled guilt-free play, will create a realistic image of the amount of time available, and will give you a built-in time clock for recording quality time on projects to let you see how much you’ve accomplished.

8. Setting realistic goals will help you to clear your mind of guilt-producing goals that cannot be worked on in the present, and will direct your energies toward the few worthwhile goals that deserve your attention now.

9. Working in the flow state will bring you beyond stress and low motivation to a state of focused energy, interest, and concentration within two minutes or less—letting you know that regardless of how you feel about your project, within moments you will be working at your most productive and creative levels.

10. Controlled setbacks will prepare you for setbacks so that you quickly turn them into opportunities, anticipate the temptation to procrastinate, and build persistence into your overall plan for achievement.

EXPECT A MIRACULOUS CHANGE

While many of the strategies described here are not new, what you will find to be new, even revolutionary, is that finally you have the means to apply these powerful strategies to the practical issues of your life. Armed with techniques for focusing on results and for recognizing and avoiding old pitfalls, you will discover yourself feeling positive and confident in situations that previously caused stress and procrastination. You will even discover that you are less critical and more supportive of yourself, capable of replacing old criticisms with positive, task-oriented directives and rechanneling the frustration of procrastination into successful production.

Since completing my doctoral program thirty years ago, I have worked with thousands of clients and hundreds of organizations in creating a strategy that has helped participants to dramatically improve performance, get freedom from destructive behavior, and enhance self-esteem and confidence. I have used the Now Habit tools to find the time to write articles for The New England Journal of Medicine, Science Digest, and Reader’s Digest, and to write four books in fifteen to twenty quality hours a week while maintaining a commitment to guilt-free time for friends, family, and the training necessary to run three half-marathons. This same system has been used successfully by clients who considered themselves to be recalcitrant procrastinators.

We will not be guilty of Mark Twain’s complaint: “Everybody talks about the weather, but nobody does anything about it.” While we can’t do much about the weather, we can start today to do something about procrastination.

The Now Habit program for quality work and guilt-free play has worked for me and my clients and seminar participants. And it can work for you!




1.

 Why We Procrastinate


The healthy individual has an appetite for fruitful activity and for a high quality of life.

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW



Your strategic program begins with identifying your procrastination patterns so you can apply the appropriate techniques for replacing them with the effective work patterns of producers.

WARNING SIGNS OF PROCRASTINATION

These six warning signs will help you quickly determine if you have significant difficulties with procrastination, goal achievement, or inefficient work habits.

1. Does life feel like a long series of obligations that cannot be met? Do you


	keep an impossibly long “to do” list?

	talk to yourself in “have to’s” and “should’s”?

	feel powerless, with no sense of choice?

	feel agitated, pressured, continually fearful of being caught procrastinating?

	suffer from insomnia and have difficulty unwinding at night, on weekends, and on vacations (if in fact you take vacations)?



2. Are you unrealistic about time? Do you


	talk about starting on projects in vague terms such as “sometime next week” or “in the fall”?

	lose track of how you spend your time?

	have an empty schedule without a clear sense of commitments, plans, subgoals, and deadlines?

	chronically arrive late at meetings and dinners?

	fail to take into account the actual time it takes to drive across town during rush hour?



3. Are you vague about your goals and values? Do you


	find it difficult to stay committed to any one person or project?

	have difficulty knowing what you really want for yourself, but are clear about what you should want?

	get easily distracted from a goal by another plan that seems to be free of problems and obstacles?

	lack the ability to distinguish between what’s the most important use of your time and what’s not?



4. Are you unfulfilled, frustrated, depressed? Do you


	have life goals that you’ve never completed or even attempted?

	fear always being a procrastinator?

	find that you’re never satisfied with what you accomplish?

	feel deprived—always working or feeling guilty about not working?

	continually wonder “Why did I do that?” or “What’s wrong with me?”



5. Are you indecisive and afraid of being criticized for making a mistake? Do you


	delay completing projects because you try to make them perfect?

	fear taking responsibility for decisions because you’re afraid of being blamed if something goes wrong?

	demand perfection even on low-priority work?

	expect to be above mistakes and criticism?

	worry endlessly about “what if something goes wrong”?



6. Are low self-esteem and lack of assertiveness holding you back from becoming productive? Do you


	blame outside events for your failures because you’re afraid to admit to any deficiencies?

	believe “I am what I do” or “I am my net worth”?

	feel ineffective in controlling your life?

	fear being judged and found wanting?



If you can relate to most of these categories the chances are you already know that you have real problems with procrastination, time management, or workaholism. If you see only some of these warning signs in yourself you may be procrastinating in some areas of your life while remaining in control in most areas.

If you’ve ever been caught in a procrastination cycle you know the personal cost you pay in your life: missed deadlines for job and school applications, lost sales because of a failure to follow up on calls, and broken relationships due to continual lateness and cancelled plans. But even if you avoid these extremes and can responsibly meet obligations and deadlines, you may still suffer from problems with procrastination. The fact is that most of us who consider ourselves procrastinators meet deadlines and avoid serious penalties. But we feel so rushed, so pressured, and so unhappy with the results that we have to admit we have inordinate difficulties with any frightening or unpleasant task. Our real distress comes from the constant anxiety of delaying, from guilt about the inferior quality of projects completed at the last minute, and from deep regrets about life’s missed opportunities.

A POSITIVE VIEW OF THE HUMAN SPIRIT

“Why do you procrastinate?” The most frequent response to this question is “Because I’m lazy.” Yet even the worst procrastinators have motivation and energy for some areas of their lives—sports, hobbies, reading, taking care of others, music, dancing, political debate, investments, surfing the Internet, or gardening. So-called procrastinators can be found in every walk of life, accomplishing much in those arenas where they have chosen to devote themselves, but totally unable to get started in others.

The Now Habit perspective does not accept that laziness, disorganization, or any other character defect is the reason you procrastinate. Nor does it accept the assumption that people in general are innately lazy, and therefore need pressure to motivate them.

The Now Habit is based on the Positive Psychology of Dr. Martin Seligman—on what Dr. Suzanne Kobasa of the University of Chicago calls “those psychological orientations that emphasize human initiative and resilience.” Her research on “The Hardy Personality” tells us that the more optimistic interpretations of human functioning are often left out of theories about how people cope. Likewise, in Anatomy of an Illness and The Healing Heart, the late Norman Cousins informs us that modern medicine has virtually ignored the positive aspects of the body’s resilient healing system, preferring to focus on disease. He says that humor and positive emotions and thoughts have healing potential. The Now Habit applies a similar positive attitude about the human spirit to the problem of procrastination.

If human nature has this ability to be so positive and active, then why do we procrastinate? you might ask. One explanation is offered by Denis Waitley, the author of The Psychology of Winning and The Joy of Working, who defines procrastination as “a neurotic form of self-defensive behavior” aimed at protecting one’s self-worth.
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