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‘Multitasking is a
big wade of time’

— Srikumar S. Rao, author, Happiness At Work

SRIKUMAR S. RAO HAS UNU SUAL IDEAS ABOUT
how people can have more fulfilling lives.
Among his belie fs: there is no separ ation
between our professional and personal
selves, and positive thinking can ac tually
harm you. P ositive thinking is so enshrined
in our c ulture tha t knocking it is a lit tle lik e
attacking motherhood or apple pie. P eople
swear by positive thinking and quite a fe w
have been helped by it. Nevertheless, it is not
effective. Rao explains tha t positive thinking
implies there is neg ative thought — so a
person has to work harder to banish the
negative and do the positive. And it is a se t
up for failure. Uttara Choudhur y caught up
with the ma verick professor in N ew York to
tap more of his thoughts. Ex cerpts:

. You urge executives to stop labelling

=« events as bad. How does this help?
A . When something comes & you from the

. left field, you make a snap judgment
and label the event as a bad thing. When you
label what happens as bad, it guaantees tha
you will experience it as bad. If you leep a
neutral mindset, there will be no emotional
toll, and you are far more likely to come up
with some course of ation.

My book talks about a 23-year-old Baltimore
man who slipped on a pdch of ice and broke
his wrist. He was a swimmer and the injury
kept him on the sidelines for weeks. By
anyone's ¢andards, a broken wrist sounds like
bad news. But this determined young man
didn’t want his years of training to fall by the
wayside so he spent hours kicking athe wall
while his teammates practised furiously. Later,
at the swimming meet he was practising for,
he won by a hundredth of a second.

High-speed photos a the end of the men's
100-metre butterfly final in the Beijing
Olympics show Michael Phelps was |
kicking while his opponent’s legs were tailing.
Those weeks athe side of the pool gave
Phelps the extra muscle he needed.tigot him
his seventh gold medal. It is clear from Phelps’
story that a broken wrist wasn't a ‘bad thing’. If
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you resig labelling things as bad, you fnd
lurking possibilities.

Be like a civil engineer When he builds a
road and encounters a swamp, he doeshrail
at it. H e figures out how to get his road built
over or around it. If you don't stick a ‘bad
thing’ label on guff that happens to you, you
will get a lot more work done.

. Curiously, you have also advised peofe

« not to label things as god.
A . Now we are gtting very philosophical. |

. always ask people to be gnerous with
labelling events as @od, but niggardly with
the bad thing label. If you are always gicking
labels, you @t stuck in exulting at good things
and lamenting bad things. This leads to
congtant mood swings, which are emotionally
draining. If you avoid this, then you get to a
point where you are on an &en keel.

Remember Rudyard Kipling 's poem ‘If. He

says; “If you can keep your head when all
about you are losing theirs... If you can mee
with triumph and disas ter and treat those two
impostors just the same” That would be an
ideal state to reach, but mog of us are far from
there, so till we achieve it, we should be
generous with good, and niggardly with bad.

. Why do you advise executives to be

« Daruma ddls?

. A Daruma doll is modelled after monk

= Bodhidharma, who founded Zen. Have
you seen a Daruma doll? tis a hollow, armless
and legless doll with a heay, wide bottom.
Knock it down, it ins tantly springs back. In
fact, you carit really keep it down.

. How does one sirvive in a

= workplace roiled by layoffs?
A . People feel insewire because thg are

= projecting into the future. Whatif | am
sacked? In minutes, they have agyravated
themselves by creéing scenarios where they
don’t have money, carit pay the mortgage, dc.

We can learn from US Navy SEAL Marcus

Luttrell who was wounded and isolaed behind
enemy lines after a mission in Afghanistan
went awry. He suwvived, thanks to the Special
Ops training that includes the Hell Week. The
majorit y of recruits drop out after this tough
training. You run 10 miles on the beach and
then are told to swim up to two miles in the
ocean. You think you have 10 minutes to ea
breakfast and are told, “Sorry change of plans;
you have two minutes.” You are bleary from
lack of sleep, and are doing liveife exercises.
If you think, “I ha ve four more days of this
hell,” you will drop out. People like Luttrell

survive by concentiating on the next step. One
needs to prevent onées thoughts from straying
— day in the ‘now.

. What do you tell executives who say

« they can’'t manage their time ?
A . Let me put it bluntly: you don 't need to

= manage time better. You need to manage
yourself better. Exeaitives should be ‘mindful.
The problem is people lack the discipline to
focus their elemental faculties on the task in
front of them. T hey pay dearly for that.

Set aside blocks of time from 25 to 30
minutes to get a task compleed. During that
time don’t let e-mail, chats or the BlackBerry
distract you. If you cultiv ate the habit of
‘mindfulness’, you et into flow much faster.
You get productive and things get done fager.

Unfortunately, our socigy is dragging us in
the opposite direction as companies sg they
lik e exeautives to multitask. M ultitasking is for
the birds. It is a tremendous time wager.
Research has shown thaa limited amount of
attention can be deployed to ary one task a
any one time. Knock off the tasks one by one.

Have you obseved oil being poured from a
container? There are no bubbles or ripples jus
a smooth flow. When you have a task, tha
needs to be dme just be like that. Pour your
energy into it, concentrate, and things will flow.

" Are you a technology minimalis t?

A . | am not. But | belie ve you have to use it
=« with discretion. You cant become a slae
to your smartphone. Often, we get obsessed
with technology instead of using it as a tool.

. Why do you encourage executives to

= read the likes of PG Wodehouse, bodks
on Zen and quantum physics, and s on?

. | have a huge reading list that includes A

= Search In Secet India by Paul Brunton
and Leave It To Psmith by Wodehouse. | ask
people to evaluate the mental models used by
Psmith, and his insouciance when faced with
the slings of outrageous fortune.

Then there isFLOW: The Bsychology Of
Optimal Experience by (Hungarian
psychologist) M ihaly Csikszentmihalyi. He
talks about FLOW being a date of intense
absorption where the distinction between you
and your work disappears. Hours feel like
minutes. Peak performers achieve this gate. It
has been sudied in champion athletes as well
as attistes. | make everyone read a lot of books
as we @t stuck in mental ruts. T hese books
shake you free. Bvery executive should read
them before their first meeting.
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