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Time, Stress & Crisis Management

Assessment 7

1. Give answers to the following questions: 

I.	Discuss the relationship between time management and the effective performance of individuals in an organisation.

‘Time management’ is the process of exercising conscious control over the amount of time spent on specific activities, with the aim of ensuring optimum efficiency and productivity. It involves the planning and prioritisation of an individual’s tasks as part of his/her overall diary commitments. Time management is relevant to both your work and social life and the importance of a schedule of balanced activities, such as sufficient sleep and a healthy diet and exercise clearly overlaps between the two. A poor lifestyle has been proven to significantly impair an individual’s capability to perform well in the workplace, in terms of concentration, creativity, positive attitude to work and other key areas.

Effective time management encourages a positive outlook and achievement of targets, leading to personal satisfaction and improved self and team morale. This will in turn lead to increased motivation going forwards and generally greater success. Good time management skills greatly enhance an employee’s overall individual performance and contribution towards the team.

If time is managed well, an individual will be working to scheduled slots for named projects, thereby allowing for single-minded focus on the task in hand. Having planned the session, an organised individual will have also considered in advance, and undertaken any research or conversations necessary to make best use of the allotted time slot. Time blocks in diaries allow for full concentration on a particular task and assist the ‘creative flow’ required to complete work to the highest standard. On the contrary, multi-tasking and interruptions in an individual’s thought process, significantly restrict his/her creativity and performance output.

Poor time management increases stress levels, limits achievement and is potentially damaging to health. An employee suffering from stress may experience headaches, a loss of concentration and a low mood, amongst other symptoms, all having a significant impact on their performance. Repeated failure to hit deadlines and negative behaviours impacting on colleagues, as a result of employee stress, could lead to disciplinary action being taken.

Self-discipline is also necessary to effectively manage your time as there will often be more favourable alternative activities or other distractions that come along and test your resolution. 



II. How do managers use appropriate skills to resolve the conflicts? 

In everyday business practice, conflicts frequently occur between time management theories and the pressures of business, or home/financial, demands. Stress is a conflict that has a significant effect on an individual’s performance and can also lower colleague’s morale and performance. It is a manager’s responsibility to assist employees in reducing stress and to ensure that satisfactory performance levels (as a minimum) are achieved. 

Managers use their communication skills to set a tone of respect where all employee contributions are valued. This helps to manage employee stress levels. By taking the time to regularly meet on a one-to-one basis, listening to their individual concerns, clarifying workload expectations and helping create an action plan, managers assist the employee to address his/her workplace stress issues. Most employees appreciate and respond positively to constructive feedback and an effective manager will provide this to further assist and motivate an individual towards improved performance. 

A manager’s role is also to organise his/her team so that there is clarity of roles and responsibilities, a good level of teamwork, positive interaction, and opportunities for the delegation of work should it be required. By arranging a regular schedule of team meetings, managers also facilitate ease of diary planning and help create an organised structure for team discussions. Managers must, of course, also demonstrate effective time management skills themselves, in order to be in a position to support others in this area. All of these actions help manage employee stress levels, reduce the likelihood of conflicts occurring and enable them to be handled in a more effective manner. 

Workload pressures such as regular emails, meetings, unexpected visitors and unforeseen tasks requiring immediate action are examples of other time management conflicts affecting individual performance. Effective managers will discourage multi-tasking and recommend periodic review of block emails (rather than immediate action) in order to allow the employee to focus fully on the task in hand. This method of working is more calming and productive. The manager would also provide help in determining more appropriate timescales for certain requests, to also ensure the delivery of key priorities. They may also offer time management training.

Effective managers have the ability to remain calm when dealing with stressful situations. They may use persuasion or negotiation skills, for example, where a difference of opinion has occurred or in the handling of a crisis situation. An individual’s personality will indicate their suitability to deal with high pressured and intense situations, along with their level of training undertaken in this specialist area. 

Managers resolve workload conflicts by clarifying the ‘urgent’ from ‘important’ work and prioritising to establish a plan, asking the employee to consider ‘What’s Important Now?’(WIN). A matrix is one planning tool that may be used to categorise tasks into four different boxes (as listed in Case Study question ii), thereby helping to prioritise the tasks concerned.

In efforts to combat poor lifestyle issues and obtain a healthier, more motivated workforce, managers educate employees and promote healthy lifestyle choices. They may also offer on-site sports facilities and healthy catering options.

During crisis situations, it is vital that managers use effective time management skills in order to prioritise the ‘most important and urgent’ steps to be taken. Most organisations have in place a strategy for handling a crisis and the management team should be familiar with the strategy. Prompt management action is key and could even avert a further crisis from occurring. 

In order for an organisation to be adequately prepared in the event of a crisis situation, managers need to ensure that all leaders and senior team members are committed to developing a Crisis Management strategy and do not procrastinate as occurs in some organisations. Crisis Management planning is a task that can easily be postponed indefinitely and classified as not at all urgent, as it is very unlikely to be put into action. This would result in a conflict between time management and the effective performance of an organisation. Once buy-in has been obtained, exercises should be completed in order to develop a tailored Crisis Management plan. Testing of the plan is highly recommended and periodic review and update is also required. Crisis Planning or Business Continuity Planning (BCP) is an extremely important exercise due to the organisation’s reliance on its content and the associated training and assimilations in a crisis situation.



III. What is the importance of problem solving skills for managers? 

		





Problem solving requires us to use two distinct types of mental skill, analytical and creative. Managers use both analytical (or logical thinking) skills and creative skills to solve a wide range of workplace problems from productivity issues to stress management, in order to effectively manage their team and ensure that organisational objectives are met. These generic skills can be applied to all areas of business.

In order to lead an effective team, deliver excellent customer service and maintain morale, it is important to manage employee relations. Managers need the appropriate skills or training to be able to manage conflicts, strategies to guide them and support from their colleagues in implementing.

Problem solving skills include time management, stress management and crisis planning. The importance of solving time management skills is widely acknowledged as there are clear links to productivity and company profit. Improved time management creates more highly engaged and innovative employees who contribute more widely to the social side of the business and general workplace efficiency and morale.

If unmanaged, stress-related issues can easily multiply and further negative behaviours and actions can spread. 

In a crisis situation, effective manager communication skills are vitally important in problem solving. Such communications must be timely, clear and empathetic to suit the specific situation faced with. Pre-planning and the appropriate training is important to facilitate professional and suitable handling of the event. Effective problem solving skills could avert a further crisis from occurring. The effects of a crisis are likely to be far more damaging in the absence of such skills. Delayed/missed or misleading communications could be detrimental to the future of the business’ reputation for example. The longer term reputation of a company could be compromised by failings of the management and executive teams to adequately prepare for such an eventuality or in their failure to handle a crisis effectively.

IV. How does the good diary management support effective time management?

Good diary management includes forward planning for events in order to ensure sufficient resources are allocated to successfully achieve targets. Examples of resources could include information, labour, stock, finances or time. Good diary management enables the completion of tasks without incurring stressful, last minute challenges. The efficient running of meetings requires all participants to keep track of their diary and adequately prepare for meetings in advance. This is the key to ensuring that time is optimised and meetings run as effectively and efficiently as possible.

Regular planning meetings, periodic employee performance progress checks, and calendar reminders all support effective time management. Good diary management allows for time slots to be reserved for specific tasks/projects or task types (eg. email management or meetings). By planning your diary effectively, and taking action of similar tasks together, at your most productive time of day (especially for creative/difficult tasks), you are more efficient overall than if you attempt to multi-task and allow yourself to be distracted by separate tasks/people/events.

Regular diary review diary is necessary to manage your time effectively. It is important to diarise key meetings that contribute towards your overall goals and own project time over less important and non- meetings. The use of an electronic to-do list as part of your diary management is also recommended, allowing for due dates to be assigned to individual tasks (and flagged when overdue), but it must be well managed (ie. tasks are added/deleted/updated as appropriate) and the actions completed.



V. How do you know when you are stressed? 

Although usually considered a negative feeling, stress at a manageable level has positive effects on an individual. During periods of stress, your body produces chemicals called endorphins which increase your alertness and motivate you to perform at a higher level. At this time you will experience an increased level of energy, focus and motivation due to an adrenaline rush, and recognise this as a stress causing reaction. An example of this type of stress is an individual’s reaction to an emergency or threatening situation. Stress becomes a medical concern when it is ongoing or of extreme levels.

In the more commonly associated sense of the term ‘stressed’, you feel anxious, unable to concentrate and struggle to focus adequately on tasks. You suffer from a low mood, feel unable to cope and find it difficult to look forward with an objective viewpoint. You are apprehensive of how future events will turn out and you lose faith in your ability to succeed. Someone who is stressed will also feel irritable, agitated and find it difficult to relax. They may have problems sleeping and may feel depressed. Grouped into five categories, ‘Behavioural’, ‘Physical’, ‘Psychological/Emotional’, ‘Thinking’ and ‘Social’, other stress-related symptoms include a difficulty in communicating or listening, changes in weight, denial, memory issues and isolation.



Changing behaviour resulting from the stress may adversely affect your relationships with others, particularly those who do not recognise your symptoms and your need for help. When stressed, you notice that your confidence level drops and you may comfort eat on unhealthy snacks or consume alcohol to temporarily boost your mood. If not addressed, the longer term effects can send your health into a downward spiral.



When you are stressed, particularly if over an extended period, you will notice that tasks build up and you feel swamped with work and as though you are less efficient in delivering to target. Your impaired judgement may also cloud your perception of priorities and expectations. It is important for both an individual and manager to recognise the early signs of stress in order to take effective action before symptoms develop.

In crisis or life-threatening situations, extreme stress may result in long-term medical issues such as Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), a psychiatric disorder. Someone suffering from PTSD may experience severe symptoms affecting their ability to function in normal day-to-day life situations. Flashbacks and nightmares are common symptoms of PSTD sufferers. 



VI. Outline the effective measures to control stress.

Effective measures to control stress include taking a rest and maintaining a healthy lifestyle (including getting enough sleep, eating a healthy diet and exercising regularly). You should allow time for leisure activities and also spend time with family and friends. Communicating openly with colleagues/your manager to discuss any workplace or general concerns can also avoid stressful situations arising.

Learning and following effective time management practices are also key to controlling stress. You should regularly review your workload as a whole to ensure that it is relevant to your objectives. Prioritising your workload by assessing what is important over that which is urgent, unless urgent and important, is key to effective time management and control of your stress levels. You should avoid excessive to-do lists which also add to the mental pressure felt. Clear organisation of your work will ensure you are confident of being able to access information as and when required in the future. It is recommended that you set aside specific time slots for priority tasks. It is completion of the most important tasks that leads to success and the greatest level of satisfaction, achievement and peace of mind. The resulting effect is a happier, more relaxed individual who is motivated to take on the next challenge.

The effects of multi-tasking have been proven to increase stress levels and so this is best avoided. You are more productive when focussing your full attention on a single task. Similar tasks, such as the handling of emails or invoice queries, should be dealt with together for the greatest efficiency – as your mind is already using those skills and less time is spent switching between IT applications etc. 

Large projects should be broken down into smaller, more manageable tasks as another way of controlling stress.

Noting down your thoughts is another effective way to reduce your stress levels. It takes the worry off your mind that you may forget something and helps you park an idea knowing that you can refer back and/or action it later. This enables you to take in more information as you have the capacity to absorb new information and can focus more clearly on such new information.

	

2. “Time management is, in part, a tool for stress reduction.” Discuss. 

Time management is very important as a tool for stress reduction. It enables an individual to obtain a clear view of their direction and establish current priorities by creating a buffer between demands and your response. Taking time to review your commitments at the start of each day has been proven to increase your productivity and reduce your stress level. Planning reduces the stress associated with unknown priorities and perceived workload demands. It helps an individual to organise their mind and, once a time management exercise is complete, a person will generally feel more relaxed and happier that they have a clear plan of action. Completing a time management exercise may involve discussion with colleagues to clarify details of tasks. Communication between an individual and his/her line manager is vital to clarify responsibilities and expectations (including timescales and deadlines) and to provide any necessary support as required, again reducing employee stress levels.

It is often the case that what appears ‘urgent’ and is perceived to be ‘important’, may not actually be so when looked into further. Anxiety over tasks that are perceived as urgent and important can cause significant stress to an individual. 

Some people may argue that time logs and planning schedules are unnecessary and that too much time is spent producing and regularly reviewing such documents and that time is better spent taking action on tasks. It could even be argued that the action of planning itself is an additional stress-inducing exercise adding to existing to existing workload pressures.

I feel that it is important to follow an organised plan from which you can monitor your progress and obtain a sense of achievement once tasks have been completed. Without a documented plan, and/or a to-do list, an individual may be trying to store a significant amount of information in his/her mind. This activity can increase your stress levels as multi-tasking limits your mind’s capacity to concentrate, absorb and retain new information, and also negatively affects your interactions with others. Tasks may be summarised in an organised document and projects broken down into smaller, more manageable tasks.



Case Study

Alison is studying ‘Management’ by distance learning. Her assignment is due on the coming Wednesday, so she started it last Friday evening after dinner.

She decided to work in her bedroom. When she began to read the assignment, she discovered that she needed some notes she had left at work. She thought she would therefore begin by reading the textbook, and would get the notes on Monday. After half an hour of reading, one of her friends, Falon, rang. She asked whether she wanted to go and visit some friends. Alison decided to continue work on the assignment on Saturday.

Saturday was very busy. Her friend Mary rang at 10.30 to ask whether Alison would be available to play softball at 2.00 that afternoon. Alison was still in bed, but she agreed to meet the others at 11.00 to do some practice. Her team won their game and they all wanted to celebrate. By the time Alison got home, it was too late to do any studying.

On Sunday she went to church in the morning and visited her aunt and uncle in the afternoon. She didn’t remember the assignment until after dinner. She still didn’t have her notes, and there were parts of the textbook she found difficult to understand. The assignment was proving to be harder than she thought it would be. She really needed some advice. She phoned her tutor but all she got was a message saying that the tutor would ring back if she left her name and number. Alison began to think that she wouldn’t get the assignment finished on time. It needed to be in the tutor’s dropbox on Wednesday. She’d have to do some quick work on Monday and Tuesday evenings. It wouldn’t be her best work, of course, but that couldn’t be helped.

On Monday she wakes up after 8.00, having found thayt she has forgotten to set the alarm clock. Her flatmates have already gone, and there is no time for breakfast. She rushes out of the house and reaches the bus stop just as the bus is disappearing around the corner. She half runs, half walks to work, but it is already 8.45 when she reaches there, she is 15 minutes late.



Questions

i. Identify and list Alison’s time management problems. 

 Alison’s time management problems have been identified as below:

· Insufficient preparation for assignment – necessary materials (her notes) were not available when needed so she had to begin with the textbook instead. Difficulties in understanding the textbook proved a challenge and, as issues were identified over the weekend, tutor support was unavailable.



· Insufficient time committed to the project – Alison did not adequately plan and follow a study schedule in order to ensure successful completion of her assignment. She started at short notice less than a week before the deadline date and chose the unusual study time of a Friday evening, more commonly a time for social activities to begin.



· Procrastination, distraction and general lack of commitment to her study – Alison delayed work on her assignment in favour of other activities. Her lack of commitment is evident by her distraction at friend’s calls and invitations to socialise and play sport, and by the fact that she ‘didn’t remember her assignment until after dinner’ on Sunday.



· Disorganisation and time-keeping issues – failure to prepare adequately for the start of the new working week. In oversleeping, she skipped breakfast, an essential meal to set you up for the day, and the rush to work and late arrival would have caused unnecessary stress and given an unprofessional image. 



· Study environment – a quiet office/study (if available) would be preferable as a work environment rather than a bedroom – more focus and less distractions around, assisting with effective time management.



ii. List five strategies and explain how Alison could use these to overcome her time management problems. 



1) Create a schedule to map out weekly/monthly commitments.



By firstly creating a time plan, Alison would have a much better understanding of how she is currently managing her time. Recording the time spent on different activities for a week or two would help to highlight any wasted time and assist her in creating a realistic and more efficient time schedule that she can follow going forwards. This will allow for an improved routine to be established where distractions will be less likely and, with perseverance and commitment, Alison will quickly see the benefits of her greater productivity.



She should ensure that planning time is built into her schedule, along with project time, sports, social and family time and other significant and/or necessary business activities. Over-estimating the time needed for projects and planning for interruptions ensures a much more realistic schedule to put into practice.



By identifying her most productive time of the day and fitting task types into a schedule according to her productivity level, Alison should plan for involved and/or creative tasks to be tackled at her ‘high energy’/most productive time of day, leaving the most straightforward tasks for the time of day when she feels more tired and/or less productive.



Had Alison had a schedule previously, this would have allowed her to anticipate the greater time needed to complete her assignment and therefore prompted her to start it earlier. She should have had allocated study periods already blocked in her diary, also bearing in mind the times when tutor help would potentially be available if needed. Alison could have arranged alternative social appointments if necessary. Improved time management may have allowed her to complete most or all of her desired social activities in addition to her assignment. 





2) Prioritise ‘Important but not Urgent’ (over ‘Urgent but not Important’).



Alison should spend a short time at the start of each day planning what she wants to achieve that day, and then spend the first slot of the day working on what is ‘important’, working towards her own goals. This will enable her to feel a sense of achievement that, whatever happens during the remainder of the day, she has made some headway towards achieving her key objectives.

This strategy explains that, in order to fulfil your goals, you should handle tasks in the following priority order:

1- Important and Urgent

2- Important and Not Urgent

3- Urgent and Not Important

4- Not Urgent and Not Important

It is very common for individuals to become side-tracked by ‘urgent’ tasks and interruptions that do not feed into our key objectives. Alison needs to prioritise her assignment as an ‘Important’ task and schedule regular time blocks in her diary to work solely on this task. She should plan to complete the assignment a few days prior to the deadline in order to allow for any unforeseen issues (such as illness etc.) along the way and to manage her stress level at the same time.

3) Stop procrastinating and take responsibility for completing tasks.



Alison could overcome some of her time management problems if she focussed on the important tasks requiring action rather than putting off tasks as they seem daunting or less enjoyable than other activities. Had she concentrated her efforts into the assignment at an early stage, she would have clarified exactly what is required and been able to establish a more detailed plan as to how to deliver on the project. When encountering difficulties, she would then have had greater resources available to assist her. Preparation for the assignment, such as suitable research and organisation of notes, would have also assisted her in writing the paper.



Alison needs to take responsibility for the completion of tasks. The case study explains that she would have to “do some quick work on Monday and Tuesday evenings” which “wouldn’t be her best work, of course, but couldn’t be helped”.  Alison needs to accept that her poor time management has resulted in the inadequate completion of the task, rather than apportioning

blame elsewhere. Missed deadlines due to a failure to accept responsibility for tasks is likely to lead to stressful situations. 



4) Get organised.



This involves de-cluttering of information and your environment to allow you to work more efficiently. The aim is to organise your work space in order to quickly and easily locate the required information, and to handle each piece of information (eg. emails) as few times as possible, ideally only once. As you pick up a task you should promptly action, delegate or dispose of as appropriate, and file the item for easy access/retrieval at a later date.

Alison would benefit from becoming more organised. By creating manageable ‘to-do lists’ that prioritise and don’t overburden, she would better manage her stress levels and the lists would serve as a useful reminder and motivator to complete tasks.



5) Manage other’s expectations.

It is important to manage the expectation of others in terms of your available time and commitments. Alison needs to share her distance learning study plans with friends and family so that they are aware of her commitments and the need to prioritise study from time to time. 

Considering the timescale for completion of the assignment, Alison could have skipped the sports practice in the morning, played the afternoon match, and returned home afterwards instead of choosing to go out for celebratory drinks knowing she has an outstanding assignment to complete. This would have allowed her a social break, some exercise and yet still left some study time. Dependant on her progress on Saturday, Alison could have chosen to either attend church or visit her aunt and uncle. Forward planning in the future, with continual work towards her assignment, would allow for more social opportunities at the end of the week. 
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Additional Resources

http://www.itseducation.asia/the-skills-of-problem-solving.htm?_sm_au_=iVVnfPnZN575nD48
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