
Managing Priorities, Delegation &Personal Balance

Notes for the CSMFO Coaching Program
1.  Managing Priorities

Take time to outline and prioritize what's on your "to do" list.  Use the following scoring system to set your priorities:

A = critically important and only you can do it

B = critically important, you need to provide input, someone else can do it

C = important and you or someone else can do it as time is available

D = not important and can drop, delegate completely, or delay


This exercise will help you decide where to apply your time and efforts.

When something lands on your desk, ask yourself:  “Do I need to be the one to do it?  If so, does it need to be done now or can I do it later?”  Holding onto things that you can delegate actually stalls the organization.  “If I suddenly left, could the organization continue effectively?”

Ask yourself, “What can I/we stop doing?”  For example, the City of San Luis Obispo holds a Spring Cleaning Day to eliminate unneeded procedures and paper.  Other cities have gone to bi-monthly or quarterly financial reports instead of monthly ones.  Some no longer require advance approval on invoices of $10 or less.  They shift to city credit cards or procurement cards with specified authorization levels to handle small transactions.  Sometimes software changes can provide internal controls with fewer resources.  These steps free up time for more important tasks.

2.  Delegation Guidelines

Delegating to others and receiving delegation are key activities for a successful career.  The attached guidelines and worksheet have helped many managers and teams improve their results.  Try them where you'd like improved results.  Clarify the objectives and scope of projects.  Help team members see the big picture and how their part fits into the whole.  

If you are trying to decide how much work to load onto other people, consider a) gathering data on the number of transactions or activities per full-time-equivalent employee and b) doing comparisons with other cities.  For example, a city obtained one-time funding to free up some time of the people at the bottom of the organization to do a systems analysis and development improvements.

Also, cross train employees or get temporary help at year-end closing.  Consider part time employees whose time you can adjust more fluidly than full-time employees. 

3.  Managing Your Time

Many persons are the victims of schedules rather than actors who focus and manage their time to do their best work.  The article “Slice through Overwhelming Workloads” offers ideas about how you can take charge of your day to do your best work.  

4.  Personal Balance

Personal balance is a strategic action.  It’s more than just personal balance—it’s work-family-self balance.  Mike Dennis’ thought piece at the end of this section provides a broad framework.

Karen Brust encourages people to be in alignment with themselves.  Let your supervisor know what’s important to you and how you work best.  It’s the path to long-term success and satisfaction.

How do you keep ever-increasing job responsibilities in perspective and enjoy a balance of home and community interests?  Your organization needs you to be an example of how to accomplish this.  One person consistently modeling personal balance can make a big difference for an organization.

Consider the following:

a.  Make a complete list of everything that you are tolerating in your work.  

Often, even highly effective executives have two or three pages of things that aren't quite right in their work place.  These may include frustrations about systems that don't work well or jobs that aren't getting done right.  Making the list and keeping these items in your awareness will prompt you to start to change them.  Many things that you think you can't change can be changed.  Talk about them with a colleague, spouse, friend, or coach to help you see new opportunities.  Finally, let go of the things you can't change so that they don't continue to nag you.

b.  Personalize your office and workday to be in balance for you.

Give some time and attention to what helps you feel good about yourself and your surroundings.  Do one or more things to give yourself good treatment.  Taking good care of yourself creates a reserve of energy and goodwill from which you can work with other people more effectively.

c.  Organize mid-day exercise opportunities.
For example, in Visalia, the finance director found an open gym and organized a pick up basketball program on Monday's, Wednesday's, and Friday's.  It was a good opportunity to build relationships with people in the City and to get exercise.

d.  Try meditation.

One finance director described this as "defragging the mental hard disk."

It's both a prevention of stress and a treatment for stress.

e.  Practice Tai Chi or other small group de-stressing exercises.
In Santa Monica, members of the finance department organized an informal Tai Chi exercise program.  Groups of people tried the combined meditative and movement exercises.

f.  Set limits and honor commitments outside work.

There is always more work that can be done than time permits.  When you set limits on how much you'll do and when, you create some boundaries to protect yourself from overwork.  One of the easiest ways to do this is to have outside activities and commitments to them that you keep.

g.  Take your vacation.

As they say, no one ever died wishing that they had spent more time in the office.  With increasing demands and compressed schedules, there's never an "ideal" time to take a vacation.  Schedule vacation time and keep it as a commitment to yourself and the important people in your life outside of work.
If you are feeling overwhelmed, meet with your manager and discuss what’s on the plate and how to sort through the work.  For persons seeking part-time work or career alternatives, there are the Public Service Skills program through the League of California Cities to provide interim assistance to cities and Personnel Services Contracts for specified assignments.

Some reading suggestions from Karen Brust:

First Things First

Stephen Covey

First, Break All of the Rules: What the World’s Greatest Managers Do Differently

Marcus Buckingham and Curt Coffman

Now, Discover Your Strengths

Marcus Buckingham and Donald Clifton

How Resilience Works: Confronted with Life’s Hardships—Some People Snap, and Others Snap Back


Diane L. Coutu, Harvard Business Review, May 2002

Delegation Guidelines

Copyright © 1998 Don Maruska

Effective delegation is key to any organization’s success.  Clarity is critical.

There are eight elements to successful delegation.

1. What needs to be done?

2. Why does it need to be done?  Explain what you hope to accomplish and why it is important.  This information clarifies the intended outcome.  If circumstances change, the person(s) executing the task can modify it to fulfill the desired objective.

3. How is the task to be done?  Describe any specific requirements or standards the job needs to satisfy.

4. Who is going to do it?  If it is a team project, be sure to designate one person to be accountable for the team doing its job.

5. When does it need to be completed?  This is a commitment to complete the task by a specified date.  It is the responsibility of the person or team accepting the task to flag problems and get help or to notify the leader or manager sufficiently in advance of the due date so the task can be redefined or other resources can be applied.  It is not acceptable to wait until the due date and say we tried, but the job just didn’t get done.

6. Projected resources to complete the task?  How many hours, dollars, or other resources are needed?  Are these available?
7. Impact on other priorities?  How will this assignment affect other key initiatives?  What tradeoffs are appropriate between this and other priorities?  Do you need additional resources or to make choices?

8. Reporting needs for the task?  How will you track progress and report it to people who need to know?  Establish times to report at the start.  Check in along the way to support and encourage the people responsible.

Unless you have agreement on all eight elements, effective delegation has not occurred.  When delegation is complete, you have the space to grow as an organization and as professionals.  

Delegation Worksheet

Task:  _________________________________________________

Delegatee (persons on staff, new hire, or contractor):  ________________

1. What needs to be done?

2. Why does it need to be done?

3. How is the task to be done?

4. Who is going to do it?

5. When does it need to be completed?

6. Projected resources (#of hours, $, etc.) to complete the task? 
7. Impact on other priorities?

8.  Reporting needs to track progress?

“Slice through Overwhelming Workloads”
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Many managers and professionals feel overwhelmed.  Their workloads exceed the time available.  They never get caught up.

In the wake of downsizing and flatter organizations, executives face managing others and producing a lot of work themselves.  Cellular phones, pagers, and email have created instant communications and with them the expectation of instant response.  No wonder so many business people feel that their lives are out of control.  They are!  

A very talented client found himself in exactly this bind.  His personal workload was about double what he was completing.  New tasks kept stacking up and added to his frustration.

The first step involved prioritizing the tasks and clarifying which ones he absolutely needed to do and which he could drop, delegate, or delay.  I asked him to be like a doctor in an emergency room and triage his tasks.  He gave primary attention to critical tasks that required immediate attention, stabilized other tasks until he could get to them, and left the remainder to wait. 

The second step was to radically delegate projects and responsibilities to other people.  These included persons reporting to him and outside resources on a contract basis.  Delegation did not come naturally to this executive.  Like many managers who advance because they fulfill assignments better than others do, he was reluctant to delegate tasks when he knew he could do them better.  Applying an effective delegation system, he became comfortable distributing work that didn’t absolutely require his active involvement. 

While the first two steps reduced his workload, the critical tasks that required his attention still exceeded the time available in his day.  He started each day logging onto email and responding to faxes and phone calls.  Often, this absorbed his entire morning.  It was late in the day before he got to key projects.  Even then, he continued to take phone calls and respond to co-workers and people reporting to him.  His schedule served everyone else’s immediate needs, but it didn’t serve him or his priorities.

The key third step in getting his work under control was attention management.  Attention management applies the approach successful surgeons use to manage their work.  Surgeons identify their most productive time of day to do surgeries (usually the morning) and block it out.  They complete their surgeries and then handle office visits and phone consultations.  It doesn’t work to have office visits interrupt surgeries or vice versa. 

Here’s how to use attention management to slice through an overwhelming workload in your business.

1.  Identify your most productive time of day.

When are you best at doing creative work or completing major projects?  For most people, this is at the start of the day when they are fresh.  Others may not get going until late in the day.  Focus on when you are at your best, not when you have time available.

2.  Block out times for key projects.

Figure out how much time you need in a week to get your high-priority tasks done.  Schedule them in your productive time slots.

3.  Set up a system to handle other demands.

Transfer your phone to voice mail.  Set your email so that each new one doesn’t distract your attention.  Put your pager in a drawer.  Place a sign on your door to discourage interruptions and to let people know when you will be available.  

4.  Train others to honor your schedule.

Tell your co-workers and assistants what you want to accomplish.  Have them screen phone calls or other requests so that only critical demands interrupt your project time.  Indicate that you will be available to answer all calls before the day is over or within a business day.

When my client analyzed his schedule and the people he needed to serve and support, he realized that he didn’t need to be constantly on call.  He could be much more in control of his time.

5.  Sustain the practice for at least three weeks.

When you practice a new habit for three weeks or more, you dramatically increase your chances of long-term success.  It takes time to shift from an adrenaline-driven pattern of immediate response to one of focused performance.

6.  Enjoy the results.

Organizing your time and eliminating distractions can yield dramatic improvements in your results and personal satisfaction.  After two weeks on his new schedule, the swamped executive caught up with his workload.  Both he and his business benefited.

Don Maruska (MBA, JD) is a business coach with offices in Morro Bay, California, and clients throughout the U.S.  He was CEO of 3 Silicon Valley companies and a venture investor in start-ups that became public companies.  
Personal Balance

by Mike Dennis, Finance Director, City of Santa Monica

[The following is intended to provide a short “thought piece” on personal balance for your consideration.] 

The term “personal balance” generally refers to the appropriate balance between the physical, emotional, intellectual, professional and spiritual aspects of life:

Physical---taking care of our physical bodies (exercise, necessary medical attention, necessary rest and relaxation)

Emotional---taking care of our feelings (appropriately expressing them, setting boundaries with others, developing intimate relationships, and developing supportive networks)

Intellectual---taking care of our need to learn and explore thoughts and ideas (consists of professional and non-professional learning)
Professional---taking care of and developing our professional skill set and professional relationships

Spiritual---taking care of our need to contact the spiritual dimension/power greater than ourselves (through contact with nature, through social action, through participation in religious/ritual/symbolic activities such as worship, meditation, martial arts, etc.)

It has been my experience that as I have moved up the professional ladder, it has become more and more important to be proactive and thoughtful in my efforts to maintain an appropriate balance among these aspects of my life.  If I let external events and demands dictate for too long how I allocate my time and energy, I find myself “out of balance” and as a result unhappy and usually angry about my personal circumstances.  Re-establishing an appropriate balance usually requires that I make some decisions about what NOT TO DO, and about WHAT TO DO in place of what I am giving up.  It does not work for me to simply choose to DO MORE.

The “appropriate balance” among these aspects of my life change over time and in relationship to current professional demands.  I have learned that the idea is to counterbalance excessive professional demands with more attention to the physical, emotional, and spiritual parts of my life.

I believe that the “appropriate balance” in each person’s life, at specific times in their life, will be unique to them.  There is no set formula.  We each need to learn through trial and error, and a lot of loving feedback from those who care about us, what works for us.  It seems, however, that the one constant is the need to be thoughtful and proactive about it as personal balance will probably not just happen by itself as we take on increasingly demanding jobs.
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