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You may have noticed that ‘Trainspotting

2’ recently hit cinema screens across the

UK. I am particularly excited about this

movie, not only because of its iconic

predecessor from the 1990s  but also

because some of the scenes in the new

movie were filmed in a colleague’s house!

It’s ‘choose life’ monologue is iconic.  

What does a ‘work-life

balance’ mean for you?      

The phrase work-life balance is often

bandied around, but what does it actually

mean? The answer to this is quite

subjective. For some people having a

good work-life balance means being able

to spend long hours in work to get the

jobs done that need to be done. If they

are lucky, such people have supportive

and understanding families who do not

begrudge long hours spent in the

workplace. For others, a good work-life

balance means being able to spend a

maximum amount of time away from the

workplace to enjoy time with families and

friends, or just with themselves.  

How do you achieve a

good work-life balance?     

There are several tips that I can share with

you based on my observations of people

whom I believe have a good work-life

balance.

● Take time to manage your time 

If you want to avoid working long hours

or taking work home with you, you need

to be able to manage your time

effectively. This means proactively

managing your time and allocating the

right amount of time to the right

activities. 

A simple but very effective tool here is

the ‘urgent versus important’ matrix that

was originally created by President

Eisenhower in the United States of

America. A diagram of the matrix, which

is shown in Figure 1, works as follows:

Unimportant and not urgent

Delete it or drop it from your

schedule.

Urgent, but not important

Delegate it or distribute it to

someone else (including your boss).

Important but not urgent

‘Diarise’ it i.e. put it in your diary to

work on at a later date.

Important and urgent

Do it now. These are the projects,

tasks or items you should be working

on today.
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With regards to how you determine

what is urgent and what is important,

you will be the best judge of this as you

should understand your work environment

better than anyone else.

A lot of people spend too much time

in the ‘Do it now’ quadrant, which is

definitely not a good situation to be in,

especially if you are keen to have a good

work-life balance. Too much time spent

here can lead to burnout.

There is also a useful question cascade

that you can use to place different tasks

into the various quadrants. It goes like

this:

Does this need to be done?

No - delete it.

Yes - go to the next question.

Do I need to do it? 

No - delegate or distribute it

Yes - go to the next question.

Do I need to do it today?

No - ‘diarise’ it

Yes - do it today!

The best time managers will proactively

use such management tools to plan their

time for the coming week or month. They

also take time to review how they have

spent their time over the last week or

month and make adjustments as necessary.

● Learn to say no assertively 

I have noticed that individuals who enjoy

a good work-life balance are comfortable

saying no when asked to take on tasks

that will stretch their workload to an

unacceptable limit. This does not mean

that they say no and that is the end of the

conversation. They will say no and explain

why they are saying no or say no and help

the other person to explore alternative

solutions.  

A useful acronym to remember here is

N.E.A.T. You can say no and be ‘neat’

about it.

No
Say no and be clear about this. Do not

prevaricate. Gandhi once said that “A

no said with conviction is better than

a yes said to appease” and this is true

here. If you prevaricate because you

do not want to offend or upset the

other person, you usually end up

confusing them because they are not

sure whether you are agreeing to their

request or not.

Explain why you are saying no 
This could be for a number of reasons.

Your own workload may be such that

you cannot possibly take on any more

at present. It may be that you lack the

confidence, skills or knowledge to

perform the task in question. It could be

that you feel someone else in your team

or department may be better suited to

complete the request. It could be a

development opportunity for someone.

Alternatives
Be prepared to explore alternatives. If

the task can be delegated or

distributed, who is the right person to

do it? If you are the only person who

can carry out the request, what else

can you delegate or distribute from

your existing workload? What could

you diarise by pushing back the

deadline for another task?

Timeline
Whatever agreement you come to

(e.g. someone else is going to do the

task or you are going to take it on and

delegate another of your existing

tasks), what is the timeline involved

for any actions that need to happen?

● Reward yourself for a job well
done 

When you get into the habit of

proactively managing your time and

reviewing your time management on a

regular basis, remember to reward

yourself for a job well done. Take stock of

what you have achieved in the last week

or month and give yourself a pat on the

back. Share your success with your boss

or a colleague or a loved one. Open up a

nice bottle of wine at the end of the

week, go to your favourite restaurant, go

to the gym, go for a walk. 

Remember       

If you want a good work-life balance, you

need to manage your time; if you don’t

manage it for yourself, someone else will

manage it for you!

Choose your reward, and
choose life - your life.
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