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3

Stopping “Productivus
Interruptus” Once and for All
My life is one long obstacle course, with me being the chief obstacle.
—JACK PAAR

I

nterruptions destroy many office- or desk-bound individuals’

productivity.
Put a stop to interruptions: multiply your productivity. It
is that simple.
After reading a study claiming that the average business
owner is interrupted once every eight minutes, I had three of my
clients who spend all day on their business premises put a watch
on it for a day. One reported a better average: once per ten. The
other two, six, and the third hollered, “Hey, I need a stopwatch.”
When I used to go to my offices in a place where I was under
the same roof with my staff, I found that to be about par—if I let
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it happen. And, as a big thumb rule, the more employees or associates you’ve got, the more you get interrupted. Some years back,
I suddenly wound up with a staff of 42 people thrust upon me.
For a while, I was interrupted every eight seconds, not every eight
minutes. It was embarrassing to ultimately realize that this was
all my fault. I permitted, even invited the interruptions. And I
learned to stop them.
There are many reasons for these interruptions, and almost
none of them have to do with necessity! If you’re going to
achieve peak personal productivity in such an environment, here
are the five self-defense, time-defense tactics you’ll have to use:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Get lost
Don’t answer the phone
Fix the fax
Set the timer on the bomb
Be busy and be obvious about it

Get Lost
Your first tactic—simple inaccessibility. When I was in the office
I got asked lots of questions that I knew the people figured out
for themselves when I wasn’t there, so my being there, and being
accessible, actually diminished their productivity as well as mine.
The answer is not to be there at all. Some entrepreneurs think
they have to set a leadership example by being the first person
there, to turn on the lights, and the last person to leave, to turn
off the lights. I made this mistake, and it IS a huge mistake.
Leadership is not about outworking everybody.
I learned by traveling that my people functioned just as well
or better with me as an absentee leader as they did with me
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onsite. When I was on the road and inaccessible, they handled
80% of everything on their own, most of it satisfactorily, some
with excellence, and a little bit unsatisfactorily but almost always
repairable. And they asked me about the other 20% quickly and
efficiently, in brief phone conversations or via fax. Since that
worked okay when it had to, there’s no reason it couldn’t work
all the time. So, I stopped going in to the office, period. I had a
fax at home and at the office, so when I was in town, I stayed at
home and worked there largely interrupted. When necessary, I
faxed or phoned in; they phoned or faxed me.
Today, I live and work at my Ohio home more than anywhere
else. I have only one staff person, and she is in the office—in
Phoenix. About as far from underfoot as can be. Almost without
exception, we talk by phone once a day, usually for less than 20
minutes; I get truly urgent faxes once a day; and once a week I
get a nicely organized box of other faxes, mail, and a list of questions. She is far better organized in dealing with me than she’d be
were I there or more accessible. I am far better organized in dealing with her. I’m certain it equates to at least two hours of productivity saved per day for both of us, and in my world, that’s a
whole pile of money. A lot more than the weekly FedEx bill.
Dozens of my clients have mimicked these practices, with
very good result. In fact, I can name more than 30—some running
small businesses like mine with only one or two staff, others running businesses doing as much as $30 million a year—who have
offices they seldom visit—from no more than once a week to as
seldom as once a month. Chet Rowland, who owns one of the
largest and most profitable pest control companies in Florida, as
well as a marketing, training and coaching company serving the
entire pest control industry, has sales, administrative, technical,
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and in-the-field, on-the-truck employees. He goes to the office no
more than twice a month. His right-hand person comes to his
home for a meeting once a week. He gets daily statistics and
information electronically. He works in a home office at his
sprawling lakeside home or at his beachfront condo. He travels
often with no anxiety about being away from the office, because
he’s always away from the office. He gets so much more accomplished than he would if in that office eight hours a day, it can’t
even be measured.
I have a friend, a CEO of a $4 or $5 million-a-year business,
who can’t work at home; he has six kids, two dogs, one spouse.
So he has a small $200-a-month office in town, about halfway
between his home and his manufacturing facility. It has no phone
and no fax. And he spends most of his time there.
He and I agree:

Dan Kennedy’s #3
No B.S. Time Truth
If they can’t find you, they can’t interrupt you.

Another business owner I know has been weaning his staff
from him and weaning himself from being in his office every
minute, poking his nose in everything, second-guessing everybody. To his shock and surprise, things have been going well. A
few people in his organization have risen to the occasion. A few
have proven unable to adjust and been fired. Overall, sales and
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profits are up. He is finding time to invent and work on “special
projects” he’s been thinking about for years. And for the first
time ever, he’s taking an entire month of vacation, at a rented
beach cottage, several states away from his business. For the first
time in 30 years, he’s really becoming a business owner instead
of being owned by a business.
If you are going to be in your office with the rest of your staff,
then, contrary to my dumb open door management experiment,
it is very important that you have a CLOSED DOOR POLICY.
You need some times when everybody knows—because of the
closed door, red light, stuffed purple dragon in the hallway,
whatever—that you are 100% uninterruptible. And if you want
to sit in there and take a nap, you go right ahead. It’s none of
their damned business.

Don’t Answer the Phone
Next, you’ve got to get control over the telephone. I think the
phone is Peak Productivity Enemy Number One, and your people will be in cahoots with it until you break them of the habit.
People somehow get conditioned that they must respond to the
phone when it rings, and believe you should too. At home, on
their own time, people will run dripping from the bathtub, jump
up from the dinner table, even “coitus interruptus” to answer the
phone. It’s incredible how cowed by Mr. Bell’s invention most
people are. Ring. Run. Respond. Nuts.
So, first, let me offer a bit of philosophy: you have absolutely
no legal, moral, or other responsibility to answer the phone or
take a call unless you want to. At home, I routinely take the
phone off the hook to take a shower, eat a meal, take a nap, watch
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a favorite TV program or, well, for other things too. There’s nothing—and I mean nothing—happening on earth that can’t or
won’t wait an hour. Or two. You should carry that attitude into
your work too. Different people need different levels of control
over telephone interruptions, but I do not believe anybody ought
to be wide open to in-bound calls. This is like walking around
with a “Kick Me” sign tacked to your back. If you take inbound
calls as they come, you are constantly stopping work on a task of
known priority in favor of something or someone of unknown
priority. You are turning control of your day over to the
unknown. And at the end of most days, you’ll be worn out, but
you won’t have gotten to do most of the things you wanted to do.
Personally, I have very rarely encountered an inbound call
damaged by a day’s delay in response. Most of my important
calls are forwarded to me while traveling, and I start trying to
return them the next day. A lot of the calls wait three, four, even
five days before I take time to return them. Guess what?
Occasionally, somebody’s aggravated—which is their problem,
not mine—but I have yet to notice this approach costing me any
money. Not a nickel. In fact, ironically, in my business (and in
many), being somewhat difficult to get to actually helps rather
than hinders securing new clients and having those clients
appreciate and respect your time and assistance. Rightly or
wrongly, most folks don’t put a lot of value on getting to the wise
man at the bottom of the mountain. (I talk about this, in the context of “Takeaway Selling,” in my book No B.S. Sales Success.)

The Take-with-You Phone
Now, the cell phone—an evil invention if there ever was one.
People really feel compelled to answer these things 24/7. It is the
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ultimate interruption welcome mat, and it has amazing, mysterious powers over its owner.
As comedian Dennis Miller says, I don’t want to get off on a
rant here, but. . . increasingly, I am noticing men standing at urinals in public restrooms taking care of business while talking on
the phone simultaneously. Look, if you can’t even pee in peace,
you are not Mr. Super-Important. You are Mr. Super-Stupid.
Personally, I refuse to own or use one at all. I had one for two
weeks once. Wound down the car window one day and threw it
as far as I could. Never been tempted again.
If you insist on carrying one of these miserable things, have
the good sense to turn it off. A lot. Like to walk to lunch with
coworkers or friends, eat, and actually digest what you eat. Or
pee. Or, say, navigate your SUV down the side of a mountain, on
an icy, curvy road. And have the common decency to turn it off
and shut up when you are seated next to me on an airplane
before I ram it down your throat.
In my seminars, by the way, we assess a $100.00 fine anytime
a cell phone erupts. And confiscate the offending phone for the
duration.
Often, the offenders have paid $2,000.00 to $5,000.00 to be in
the room. Many are also very good clients. I don’t care. I will not
tolerate it. I warn everybody, I put some big, beefy bruiser in
charge of collecting, and I take the money. If you can’t have your
life sufficiently in order to pay uninterrupted attention and be
courteous to others, I’d prefer you stay home and annoy someone else. I think restaurants and theaters ought to collect them
when you come in and give them back when you leave, like civilized saloons did with gunslingers’ weapons.
The pay phone in a booth with a folding door on it was a
wonderfully civilized thing.
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And a word to business owners, salespeople, and my pathetically desperate and paranoid speaking colleagues who devoutly
believe they must be instantly accessible at any and every
moment to every client and prospective client to prevent that
client from dialing the next number and doing business with
whomever answers instantly: if you are that interchangeable,
that mundane and ordinary a commodity, you’ve got big, big
problems, far bigger than you can solve by answering your cell
while you’re on the can. Turn off the thing long enough to read
my No B.S. Sales Success book. That’s urgent.
Maybe this will help: picture the poor fellow walking around
with cell phone in hand or on belt, or worse, with headphones
on, is like a big, dumb dog with collar and leash. Tug, tug, tug.
Yap, yap, yap. Pant, pant, pant.
If you walk upright, you ought to behave better than this.
And resent the leash.

Your “Steel Curtain” Telephone Defense
If you buy into this tactic at all, you will obviously need a good
screening system. What will protect you from the telephone? If
you have a live person, a receptionist or secretary or a receptionist plus a secretary, that’s probably best. (If not, you’ll have to use
voice mail or an answering machine.) Your receptionist or secretary needs a continually updated “VIP list” of people from whom
you will almost always take an incoming call, regardless of what
else you may be doing. This prevents you from missing calls you
really want, and it allows your assistant to screen all the other
calls with great confidence.
Keeping this VIP list up to date helps prevent screening faux
pas, however, even when a faux pas occurs, you must never sacrifice your assistant to the cause. You must support the person
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doing your screening 100% of the time. A screener can only do
the job if she has complete confidence in what she’s doing.
If you want staff to consistently put up a “Steel Curtain
Defense” comparable in strength and reliability to the famous
Pittsburgh Steelers’ steel curtain defense of their glory years, you
have to give them the right tools, equipment, and support.

Y ou might wonder who’s on my VIP List. I’ll
appease your curiosity. At any one given time, there
are a dozen or so key private clients on that list—people paying me sizable sums of money. I have several
very close associates on the list. A few very close
friends. And that’s it. I’d say that a VIP list with more
than two dozen people on it is not a VIP list at all. In
my case, even the VIPs can’t get through to me immediately, because I’m not there, but they will typically
get a return call the same day or the next day. On a
given day, a client might be given a direct line to where
I’m working, under extreme circumstances, but for
one-time use only. Oh, and even at the office, my staff
person only answers “live” one afternoon a week,
which is published and known to clients. Otherwise,
they get my voice mail. I really do have a steel curtain
defense.
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You have to decide on the severity of the screening to be
done. In my case, on any given day, I’ll get a few VIP calls and up
to two dozen calls from other people of unknown priority,
including prospective new clients, book reviewers, media contacts, and salespeople. If I were in my office for the whole day
and took these calls as they occurred, and each one averaged
only three minutes, I would have let loose of an hour. But much
more importantly, I would have been interrupted 24 times! The
three minutes given each call would have cost me another ten
minutes added, required to get back in gear after each interruption; 13 minutes times 24 calls equals FIVE HOURS of lost time.
However, because I travel and am rarely in my office, most of
each day’s non-VIP calls accumulate, so after a week, I may have
as many as 120 calls to supposedly return. Considering all this, I
have a very tough-minded policy. First, all callers are asked for
their reason for calling. People refusing to provide good information about their reason for calling NEVER gets a return call; in
fact, they never even get entered on my call log. My staff person
is asked to throw them into the trash; this eliminates a lot of junk.
Second, prospective clients are asked to send information in
writing, by mail or fax, so that I can look at it at my convenience
and have the flexibility of responding as I judge best: calling, writing, sending information before calling, delegating, or referring
elsewhere. If they won’t do that, they NEVER get to me.
Salespeople are told pretty much the same thing. If they won’t play
by my rules, they NEVER get through. The “tone’ is polite but firm.
I tend to return calls only once or twice a week, more often than not
via pre-arranged, back-to-back, time-limited phone appointments.
I know, you’re mumbling about the 52 reasons you can’t do
such things in your business because your business is different
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and your clients won’t tolerate it. Pfui. It’s not like I’m the president or the pope or J-Lo or anybody like that. I’m basically a selfglorified salesman. I’ve simply done the following three things
anyone can do:
1. Decided.
2. Deliberately positioned and marketed myself in a manner
conducive to controlling and limiting access.
3. Trained clientele. And they are trainable. When I was a
kid, I had litter-box trained pet rabbits that hopped back to
their cage to go to the bathroom. I once had a racehorse
trained to walk down the barn aisle and turn off the light
switches with his mouth. If you can teach a bunny rabbit
to go back to his cage to drop doody or a horse to flip light
switches, you can train humans to respect you and your
time and operate within a few simple rules.
You may or may not want to be as tough as I am. You may
not even want to be as tough as many of my clients and Inner
Circle Members who’ve adopted modified versions of my
approach. But I will bet you the biggest steak in Texas that you
can benefit from a tougher screening process than you have now.
Think about it.

Fix the Fax
Next, we’ve got to gain control over and productively use the fax
machine. Now let me start by telling you that I’m not the world’s
greatest fan of technology. But I really love the fax machine. I
think the fax machine is terrific. It’s just about my favorite “appliance.” (I have no earthly idea how the darned thing works, by
the way. It’s amazing to me: I stick in a document in Phoenix,
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push a button, and a fax machine in New Zealand spits it out
minutes later. And I thought the self-stick tab on the FedEx envelope was high tech!) Anyway, there are two really good ways to
use this magic box to enhance your personal productivity. But,
before I tell you about those, let’s tackle “the dark side” of this
thing—and yes, the fax machine definitely has a “dark side,”
which I hate.

The Dark Side of Instant Communication
Here’s the problem. People who send you faxes think that they’ve
instantly communicated with you and that they should get an
immediate response from you. Incredibly, they have this illusion
that faxing a document is exactly the same as plunking it into your
hands. I guess you’re supposed to be sitting there, right next to the
fax, watching and waiting. Or that when a fax arrives, everybody’s
supposed to drop what they are doing, snatch up that fax, burst
into your office, interrupt your meeting with the president or the
pope, and make you read that fax right now. This attitude was at
its worst when faxes were new, but it’s still prevalent.
This was and occasionally still is a big problem for me. On a
typical day, there will be 20 to 30 to 50 “overnight faxes” waiting,
and, during the day, another 20, 30, or more will come zipping in.
And remember, I’m not there anyway. So, my beleaguered staff
person takes care of the ones she can. The rest get separated into
those she judges to be urgent, which get forwarded to me by fax,
and those she believes can wait to go in with my week’s mail.
Even when I was around, I refused to let people pressure me by
faxing, I refused to have my day’s plan disrupted by faxes, I
refused to be controlled by someone else’s priorities. So, we have
to educate clients about all this.

CHAPTER 3

/

STOPPING

“PRODUCTIVUS

INTERRUPTUS” ONCE AND FOR ALL

NO B.S. Time Management for Entrepreneurs

32

Since I first penned those above paragraphs about fax, we’ve
added e-mail. Well, I haven’t; I won’t use that any more than I’ll
use a cell phone. But you’ve added e-mail. Everything I just said
about faxes goes quadruple for e-mail. Listen up: you are not
obligated to respond to inbound e-mail instantly, quickly, or
ever. I don’t need to tell you that if you don’t stick a cork in this
widening hole, you’ll drown trying to handle e-mail. Get tough
or die.
With each easier, faster means of communicating, the quantity
of dumb, junk communication has multiplied. Because sending
an e-mail is so easy and doesn’t even require the labor of walking over to the fax machine, people send e-mails any time they
have a brain fart. One consultant friend of mine was getting 8 to
20 different, separate e-mails each day from one of his clients—
each time the client had a thought or question, zap went the email. In the corporate environment, the individual e-mails have
become another Time Vampire trick, a less laborious equivalent
of just popping in, standing in the doorway, saying “Got just a
minute?”
Again, you may or may not want or need to mirror me. But
if you’re like many people, and you jump up every time the fax
machine beeps, you can’t possibly be productive. If somebody
runs in to your office every time a fax arrives for you, you’re destined for low productivity. If you’re checking your e-mail constantly, compulsively, or worse, if you’re responding to messages
as they arrive—you’re headed for an early grave.
For somebody in an office, I think a good system is to take the
hour after lunch to look at the morning’s faxes, e-mails, and
phone calls, deal ONLY with those that are genuinely urgent, and
set the others aside. Then, take the last hour of the day to look at
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the afternoon’s accumulated incoming messages, quickly deal
with these most urgent and integrate all the rest into your next
day’s plan. For road warriors, a strategy more like mine may be
appropriate.
For far too many people, the phone, the fax machine, e-mail,
FedEx—heck, for some people, the mail—invokes a Pavlovian,
jump up and instantly respond reaction. If it has never occurred
to you before, you ought to look at this now as weird behavior.
Who’s in charge here anyway? Get a grip.

Finding Power in the Fax
Now, back to ways to use the fax to enhance your productivity.
First of all, if you can train your clients, customers, associates,
vendors, and others to communicate with you by fax rather
than phone, that’s a huge productivity advantage. It stops
phone tag. It reduces your return call burden. It gets information to you in a more organized way. Often, as people jot out
faxes they clarify their own thinking, even answer their own
questions. You can deal with these inbounds at your convenience, after hours, while traveling, whatever. When I come
home—or if traveling, when I arrive at my hotel—I’d much
rather have a stack of faxes than a stack of phone messages.
Have you ever gotten a phone message—“Call Bill as soon as
you can”—then not been able to reach him and had indigestion
after dinner and a sleepless night worrying about what Bill
wanted? If Bill had been trained to communicate with you
properly by fax, that just wouldn’t happen.
Forcing faxes rather than e-mail will also be more productive
for you. I’ve looked at the e-mails people get and compared them
to the faxes I get. More thought goes into the faxes. People tend

CHAPTER 3

/

STOPPING

“PRODUCTIVUS

INTERRUPTUS” ONCE AND FOR ALL

NO B.S. Time Management for Entrepreneurs

34

I ncidentally, if YOU want to communicate with
me, you can fax me at (602) 269-3113. Just don’t sit
there holding your breath, waiting for my response.

to cluster multiple items into one fax vs. a stream of single item
e-mails. They are more inclined to resolve some things themselves when they must put them into a memo to be faxed than
when they can e-mail. The e-mail is more casual, and you really
don’t want people feeling too casual about consuming your
time.
Come to your own conclusions about it all—fax, e-mail, cell.
But be the master, not the slave.

Set the Timer on the Bomb
If you do take an incoming call, when you get on the phone with
someone, it’s a smart idea to set up the exit time first. For example, I’ll often say:
Tom, I have a conference call starting in just 15 minutes,
but I wanted to take your call—I hope that will be enough time
for our discussion. Do you agree—or should we set up another
telephone appointment?
Tick, tick, tick.
When someone “drops in,” and you decide to go ahead and
see them, then, when you bring them into your office, it’s a smart
idea to set up the exit time first.
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Bob, it’s difficult these days for me to see drop-in visitors,
but it’s good to see you. We’ll only have half an hour, though,
but no longer, as I have an important conference call set for
4:00 P.M. That’s OK, isn’t it?
Tick, tick, tick.
You may not win any awards for being sociable, but you’ll
have shorter, more purposeful telephone conversations and
meetings. Drop-ins will gradually get the message. Callers will
gradually learn to call ahead and set up a phone appointment, or
at least, to prepare and be efficient when calling. I call this “setting the timer on the bomb.” I even have a clock that looks just
like six sticks of dynamite wired together, with a timer on it, and
the timer has a flashing red light. This gets a lot of attention
plunked down in the center of the conference table. If you’re not
going to do this physically, you at least want to do it verbally.
You see, most people will suck up about as much time as you let
them. Salespeople feel productive and satisfied as long as they’re
talking with customers, and will even extend conversations with
a friendly customer as a means of avoiding the risk of confronting new prospects. Employees will dawdle in conversation;
it beats working! Conversations have a way of stretching to fill
whatever amount of time is available for them.

Be Busy and Be Obvious About It
Obviously busy people are interrupted less than unbusy people.
Just like burglars pass up some homes in favor of others, looking
for the easiest, safest targets, those who steal and suck up time by
interrupting others tend to cruise the office looking for the best
opportunity and the easiest target. If you are sitting at your desk,
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comfortably, appearing relaxed, you’re it. Of course, you might
be contemplating a formula for disarming a nuclear warhead,
but that won’t matter, because it’s not obvious.
When you are visible to others, it’s best to be visibly busy.
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How to Handle
the Information
Avalanche
I had a great idea this morning, but I didn’t like it.
—SAM GOLDWYN

S

upposedly, we are in the Paperless Age. But, according to

University Microfilms, we’re now creating one billion pages
of information each and every day here in the United
States alone. Sometimes I think most of it crosses my desk!
People are struggling to cope with the avalanche of information. I get as big an avalanche as anybody. Here’s what goes on,
for me. First of all, I have all the trade and professional journals,
new books, association newsletters, and other documents related
to my three primary businesses—direct marketing, infomercial
production, and speaking—to keep up with. I have all the general
business press to be concerned with, from Entrepreneur and Inc.
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to Forbes, Fortune, and The Wall Street Journal. As a consultant, I’m
often “learning” several new businesses in connection with my
clients, so I read their trade publications, too. Because of the
infomercial business, I watch a lot of television, and I review
about 20 hours of videotape every month. Because I do so much
work with direct-mail, I read ALL of my “junk mail.” And I read
at least one book a week. Fortunately, I speed read. But, still . . . .

How Do You Handle All This?
I’m sure you are digging out from under your own avalanche of
information everyday, too. Let me offer you some “shovels.”
IMPROVE YOUR READING SKILLS

Many people are poor readers and insist that they do not “like”
to read. Sadly, our U.S. universities and high schools alike are
churning out mass numbers of young people who do not read,
get all their news from TV or radio, and, in a shocking number of
cases, are borderline illiterate. Once again, honesty with yourself
is the best policy. Hire a tutor if necessary. If not, then take or get
a good home study speed reading course. Speed reading (and
speed comprehension) is real.
By the way, I think you MUST read, as you can see in the
accompanying article (Figure 9.1), that I originally wrote for one
of my newsletters.
GET ONLY

THE INFORMATION YOU REALLY WANT AND NEED
If you are really busy, and time is much more of an issue than
money, you can pay others to read for you. There are “clipping
services,” including one run by The Wall Street Journal, that will
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FIGURE

9.1

APPARENTLY, YOU ARE NOW AN AMAZING ODDITY AKIN TO A
THREE-HEADED COW—IF YOU READ. The Saturday after
Christmas, working in my office, I had the weekend Today Show on
the TV, and jerked my head around to watch when I heard this
amazing statement, delivered with breathless excitement:
“Coming up next—we’ll interview the woman who read a
book a week for a year and has written her own book
about the experience!”
What!?! With brief lapses here and there, I’ve read at least a book
a week every year for more than 30 years. What’s the big deal
about this? Well, apparently it is a big deal. The last time I went to
Barnes & Noble, I bought a new biography of Ben Franklin, Tom
Peters’ new book, a couple of other business books, a book about
stroke-free living, three paperback novels to take on airplanes, and
about 20 magazines. The clerk said: “Lifetime’s supply, huh?”
Sheesh.
You MUST read a lot to succeed. Here are the reasons: (1) Varied,
diverse input, ideas, viewpoints, life stories, examples, all the
essential raw material poured into your subconscious mind, for it
to sift, sort, try matching up with other puzzle pieces it already has,
so it can occasionally yell “Eureka!” and hand you something profitable—without daily flow of new stuff, it just sleeps. Wealth secret:
you cannot manufacture anything without raw material. Not even
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continued

money. (2) Without exposure to others’ thinking, your own range of
thought shrinks. Soon, you’re a mental midget. Your range of
thought narrows, like your range of motion shrinks if you don’t
move and stretch. (3) You can’t stay current. I read a monstrous
amount and I still can’t stay current. If you’re not reading a book or
two, a dozen magazines, a few newspapers, and a few newsletters
every week, you must be way, way, way behind. Pretty soon, your
conversation reveals you as a dinosaur. (4) If you have kids, you
want to set a decent example for them. They need to see you reading. They need to hear you talking* about what you read. When I
was a kid, the years my family was dead broke, we made a regularly scheduled, weekly treks to the public library for an hour or so.
My father, mother, and I each picked out three or four books for the
week, took them home, read them, and talked about them. Now I
prefer going to the bookstore, because I have money, and like
keeping the books. However, I’m grateful for the library-habit years.
It would be a better thing for most families to do than going to the
movies, arcade, or Wal-Mart.
*

Historical note I had in a book I wrote back in 1985: the town leaders

of Franklin, Massachusetts, once wrote and asked Ben Franklin for a
donation so they could buy a bell for the church steeple. He sent
money with this note: “I’m honored you have named your town Franklin
and a donation is enclosed. However, I suggest you start a library with
it rather than buying a bell. I prefer sense to sound.”
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ferret through hundreds of daily newspapers, trade magazines,
etc., for the topic you have requested and fax to you just the
articles about your topic. You may have a staff person read and
clip for you. A good project for son, daughter, grandson,
granddaughter is a regular pile of reading, like trade journals,
to clip, highlight, even summarize for you. One of my clients
pays his high-school-age son $75.00 a week to read 14 different
trade journals and newsletters and record summaries and
excerpts on a weekly tape that he can listen to while he drives
to work.
SET ASIDE AND “BULK” MATERIAL
TO REVIEW AT YOUR LEISURE

THAT IS

NOT TIME SENSITIVE,

Catalogs, interesting-looking junk mail, and popular magazines
fall into this category. You MUST be very selective about what
warrants your attention now, what later, what never.
CONSIDER CONDENSATION

You can subscribe to Executive Book Summaries, for example, and
get brief summaries of a dozen new, “hot” business books every
month. This is sort of a Cliff Notes for adults. There’s a similar
service, Newstrack, for news buffs.
USE YOUR VCR, DVD,

OR

TIVO

Tape programs of interest or importance to you, then watch them
at your convenience.
USE YOUR “DRIVE TIME”

OR TRAVEL TIME AS LEARNING TIME
Here are the average to-and-from-the-office commute times for
major cities: New York, 1 hour, 5 minutes; Washington DC, 1 hour;
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Houston, 1 hour; L.A., 1 hour, 30 minutes; Dallas, 48 minutes;
Phoenix, 46 minutes; Buffalo, 40 minutes. Because most audiocassettes are about 40 minutes in length, you can finish a cassette
a day. Half a cassette (one side) per drive. And these days, everything is available on audiocassette: people like me; experts in
various fields. Tapes on business, finance, health, sex, selfimprovement, foreign languages, travel, lectures from great college professors’; classic and contemporary fiction; you name it. If
you average 40 minutes a day x 250 workdays, that’s 167 “classroom hours” a year available to you.
RESIST

THE

SIREN SONG

OF

DISTRACTION

A lot of people let “noninformation” consume a lot of their time.
Today’s news is tomorrow’s fish-wrap, yet we have just about
become consumed with useless news. Twenty-four-hour-a-day
news stations; 60 Minutes beget 60 Minutes II; 20/20, 20/20
Downtown; Dateline twice a week. News-talk radio. Etc. Yes, you
want to be informed. But do you need to be informed about the
latest celebrity sex or shoplifting scandal, the latest athlete going
to jail, the weather in Bulgaria?
USE TECHNOLOGY,

BUT RESIST SEDUCTION BY TECHNOLOGY
Technology is terrific when it really enhances productivity. But all
too often it only gives the illusion of that. People who spend
hours on end roaming the Internet or in e-mail dialogue don’t
fool me. This is just another escape into busyness, just like going
to one darned meeting after another.
However, virtually every newspaper is now online, so if
you are traveling to a distant city and would benefit from being
familiar with that city’s current news, it’s readily available.
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Most associations and trade journals have useful archives. My
Gold, Gold+, and Gold/VIP Members have access to a members’only section of my dankennedy.com site, with transcripts of past
interviews with experts, articles, past newsletters, and other reference material.

Specialize. But Not too Much.
It is probably better to know a great deal about one, two, or several things than a tiny bit about everything. Specialization
almost always adds value. And it can be used to limit information flow.
In business, I specialize in direct-response advertising and
direct-mail, with a subspecialty in “long form” (copy intensive)
advertising, and another subspecialty in the marketing of information products. As a result, I rarely bother reading Advertising
Age magazine, a trade journal for traditional advertising professionals, but I do read Direct Marketing magazine and DIRECT.
Being able NOT to read something is very useful.
However, too narrow of focus becomes myopia. If you
exclude too much information and input, you rob your brain of
the raw material needed for breakthrough ideas. Most people in
a particular industry are so myopic they start committing what
I call “marketing incest”—with the same result as real incest;
after just a few generations, everybody’s stupid. People in “x”
business look at what everybody else in “x” business is doing,
they go to association meetings together, read the same trade
journals, and copy from each other. Getting outside this box is
important.
So, you need a balance. A lot of specialization, but not too
much specialization.
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Know What You Are Looking For
Dealing with today’s overwhelming quantity of information is a
bit like looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack. That task
is made less daunting because you know you are looking for a
needle. It would be even worse if you were just told to go
through the entire hay mound and look for something.
So, here’s a little test (Figure 9.2) I give to my clients that you
might try taking at the end of each week. It will help you focus,
help you spot the right things, and find the needles in the
haystack of the week ahead.
FIGURE

9.2

What Do You Know This Week, That You Didn’t
Know Last Week, About . . .
1. Your business? ________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
2. Your industry as a whole?

______________________________

______________________________________________________________
3. Your competitors? ______________________________________
______________________________________________________________
4. Your customers or clients as a group? ____________________
______________________________________________________________
5. Your top 10, 20, or 30 customers or clients? ______________
______________________________________________________________
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FIGURE

9.2, continued

6. A client, individually?

__________________________________

______________________________________________________________
7. One of the top leaders in your field? ______________________
______________________________________________________________
8. Societal, cultural, or economic trends that may affect your
business?

____________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
9. A “success” topic—personal finance, self-motivation, time
management?

________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
10. A “marketing” topic—direct-response advertising, construction
of offers, copy that sells, direct mail, the Internet? __________
______________________________________________________________
11. A person, event, or topic in the current news of great interest
or importance to your clientele? __________________________
______________________________________________________________
12. A “method”—a means, process, technique of doing something
useful to you, whether manufacturing your widget faster or
making a sales presentation more effectively?

____________

______________________________________________________________
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If you actually discipline yourself to get one answer to each
question worth putting down in writing just once a week, after a
year, you’ll be 624 big steps ahead of your peers and competitors.
And the odds are excellent you’ll have uncovered a few ultravaluable gems. Keeping these questions in the forefront of your
mind is a way of “electrifying and magnetizing your antenna,”
so casual conversations or even an overheard conversation can
yield something useful you’d otherwise never have noticed.

How to Organize and Manage Ideas
The great success educator Earl Nightingale wrote that “a single
thought can revolutionize your life. A single thought can make
you rich or well-to-do, or it can land you in prison for the rest of
your life. Everything was an idea before it became real in the
world . . . the law of averages begins to swing in your direction
when you begin to produce ideas.”
“Ideas,” Earl said, “are like slippery fish.”

It is up to us to catch every idea—not to let
one slip by us.

For many years, I used a strategy adapted from Michael
Vance, a close associate of Walt Disney, called the storyboard. I
had a corked wall in my office, with vertical columns, each column headed by a business or project title. Then, every time I had
an idea, I’d jot it down on a small card, about half of a 3 x 5-inch
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card, and pushpin it up there in the correct column. I carried a little supply of cards with me at all times, so I never lost an idea.
Frankly, for a while, I drifted away from that; now I’ve returned.
I also maintain different “project notebooks” or even legal
pads dedicated to one project.
I have a pad and pen everywhere. Even in the bathroom.
Some people are very adept at verbalizing their ideas, so they
carry micro-recorders, dictate, have a staff person or service transcribe it all, then organize it. My brain engages with pen in hand
or fingers on keyboard.
The important thing is for you to choose and use some
method for capturing every idea that comes to you, wherever,
and whenever it happens.
Bulk is a problem for many of us. My friend Lee Milteer has
research, reference, and project piles in gigantic clear plastic bags,
so she can see what’s in them. My piles have 4 x 6-inch title cards
on them. I have more than 1,000 books on shelves, but if I read a
book with only a few worthwhile pages, I tear out the pages, file
them, then throw out the book. The computer with the CD-ROM
is obviously a major tool in reducing bulk for information storage. From a time standpoint, the trick is to be able to quickly find
what you need when you need it—my own Achilles heel.

How the Well-Trained, Conditioned, and
Fit Subconscious Mind Helps Handle the
Information Avalanche
From the mid-1950s to 1960, Dr. Maxwell Maltz worked devising and perfecting practical methods for making the subconscious mind fitter and more useful. His work is summarized in
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his classic best-selling book Psycho-Cybernetics and in the recently
updated companion I co-authored, The New Psycho-Cybernetics.
Dr. Maltz’s findings and methods have been of enormous importance to me my entire life, and I urge you to investigate them for
yourself. Specific to being more productive, and to better managing and utilizing information, you can deliberately make your
subconscious work better as a finder, organizer, and provider of
whatever you need to make a presentation, write a sales letter,
whatever. This is beyond ordinary memory. This is a creative
retrieval process.
For example, I, like most direct-response ad copywriters,
maintain a room full of what we call “swipe files.” These are files
of samples by category. One file contains “Headlines, Weight
Loss Ads,” another “Headlines, Income Opportunity Ads.”
There are files for opening sentences, guarantees, offers, and on
and on. Hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of them. Huge
notebooks. Reference books. It takes a lot of time to go through
all the relevant ones physically, in preparing to write copy for a
client. Sometimes that’s unavoidable, but quite often, for me, it is

Dan Kennedy’s #7
No B.S. Time Truth
If you don’t MANAGE information, you can’t
profit from information.
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not. Instead, I give my subconscious mind the assignment of
going through its stored “swipe files” to find the right idea,
“hook,” or starting point for a particular ad—while I sleep ! When
I wake, the idea spews out through my fingers onto my computer
screen. This is not a happy accident or some freakish mind mutation unique to me. It is the result of deliberate training with
Psycho-Cybernetics. It probably liberates me from at least 20
hours of hard labor every month.
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