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the essential reference for Clusters
MANAGE TIME

· The ‘Pareto
 80:20 Principle’ stipulates that just 20% of our activities take up 80% of our time. Experience suggests that this is more or less true of Clusters, too: 80% of emergency response and early recovery actions are either spontaneous (i.e undertaken by the affectees themselves) or undertaken by the Government, with just 20% the result of UN or NGO action
. Similarly, 80% of the Cluster’s humanitarian action is undertaken by 20% of the Cluster’s partners. If this is true, Cluster coordination teams have to find out what 80% of the Cluster partners are doing in support of just 20% of the beneficiary caseload – and therefore make a judgment call about the costs and benefits of doing so before the ‘law of diminishing returns’ begins to apply.

· Cluster Coordinators and Information Managers always appear to be extremely busy. Is this because there is too much to do, because everything is (by definition) an ‘emergency’ and therefore must be done immediately, because they have nobody to delegate to, or simply because they have not learned how to prioritise and manage their time ? 

· Having made the (correct) assumption that coordination is a process that contributes significantly to saving lives but only slowly and indirectly, the most efficient way to gain maximum effectiveness is for the Coordinator to, ”go on a low information diet”. Opt, in other words, for selective ignorance. Ignore phone calls, perfect the art of drafting, and don’t be a slave to your e-mails.

· The internet and the mobile phone have conspired to provide us with hundreds of different ways to procrastinate and self-interrupt. It is estimated that being interrupted by a mobile phone call while writing a SitRep, for example, adds an average 20 minutes to the overall drafting time – the time taken for the call itself, to follow up any actions resulting from that call, and the time needed to re-engage your brain.

· The key to giving yourself more time is to realize that it is not possible to consume and compute everything that is thrown at you, and to realize that your boss actually respects you more if you leave the office at a reasonable time (because (s)he thinks you must be a good time manager), and that both written and verbal responses require time for considered reflection. It is therefore all down to ‘strategic elimination’. The following actions or inactions will help:

· Manage your mobile phone – don’t allow your phone to manage you:

· Set it to ring loudly and distinctively but only once. You know someone is calling you and you have 30 secs to take the call or not. Meanwhile, the caller thinks it is ringing and nobody around you is disturbed. If you decide not to take the call, it will automatically divert to voicemail after 30 secs.

· Set the phone to silent mode (and vibrate if you have that facility) at the beginning of a meeting and place it on the table so that you can see if anyone is calling.

· If you deem it absolutely necessary to take a call during a meeting, get up and walk quietly out of the room. You have 30 secs before the call diverts to voicemail so respond only when outside. In no circumstances is it necessary to take a call during a meeting – this is the practice of those trying, and failing, to impress.

· Your voicemail message should say, “This is X. I’m in a meeting so cannot take your call. Leave a message and I will call you back as soon as I can. If really urgent, call me again right now.”

· Do not answer calls from unrecognized numbers. A soon as you know who it is, enter their details in the phone’s memory.

· It is OK to send SMS messages while in a meeting, though discreetly.

· Do not let people ramble. When someone calls, stick with “I’m in the middle of something right now, what do you want me to do ?”.

· Four weeks into the emergency, you deserve one day off per week. In fact, this is an un-written DFID rule as de-stressing in this way means you burn-out less quickly and therefore have to be replaced less often. Turn your phone and laptop off during this entire 24 hr period except when you want to make a (non-work related) call or e-mail friends. 

· Check your e-mail only at designated times. This is the scourge of modern management. Even large corporations don’t train their managers how to manage their e-mail in-trays efficiently. For a Cluster Coordinator, 150 mails per day is not unusual, although this reduces after about six weeks. Of these, approximately 75% require attention, though not necessarily a response. Corporate managers regularly receive 350 e-mails per day, but 75% require no action: 

· Check your in-box no earlier than 30 mins after arrival in the office in the morning, one hour before lunch, and one hour before going home. There is absolutely no need to respond to the manufactured or imagined emergencies of others.

· Do not e-mail first thing in the morning or last thing at night: The former scrambles your priorities for the day and bogs you down in trivia from the outset; the latter gives you insomnia. 

· Set up your page with a ‘view’ pane in the lower half and ensure that mail read in this pane is acknowledged as having been opened.

· Set up the ‘auto-responder’ that informs the sender that you have received their mail even if you have not responded to it.

· Print out only attachments that you need to read and respond to, while saving them to the correct file. There is no need to file your e-mails as you can always find them later using the ‘search’ facility (by sender, date, or subject, for example).

· Turn off the ‘ping’ which alerts you to in-coming mail.

· Delete all mails, read or un-read, once they are four weeks old. You will either have responded by then or have filed any important attachments.

· Bill Gates, the founder of Microsoft, reckons that if you can’t say what needs to be said in the ‘subject’ box of an e-mail, it is probably better to use the telephone instead or attach a document.

· Use the copy (cc) function sparingly, and the ‘blind copy’ (bcc) function never.

· When writing e-mails, start the subject box either with, ‘For (Urgent) Action:’ or ‘For Information:’.
· Focus on execution of your top five ‘to do’s’ – deciding what these are, and in what order of priority, is the ‘first thing’ to do in the morning. If you don’t prioritise, everything can seem urgent.

· Only the top priority should be completed today (which means it may have taken four days to get this far).

· Do not bother fixing small things. 

· Attend every inter-Cluster coordination meeting. Except for your own Cluster meetings, attend only every second coordination meeting of those Clusters closely linked to yours. Send an observer (assistant, intern, or NGO) in your stead. It will be possible to monitor what is going on from the minutes of every missed meeting.

· Circulate all documents to the Cluster’s SAG members requesting their inputs. Encourage them to use the ‘track-change’ facility when doing so. Not many will respond, but at least they will feel part of the process. When drafting:

· Put the word ‘draft’ diagonally across the paper as a watermark. Only take it out when the document is finished. If the document is subject to regular review (the SOF, for example), this ‘finished draft’ becomes ‘Version 1’.

· The draft and version number should be somewhere in the ‘header’.

· The ‘footer’ should always include the date (do not use the automatic date insert as this changes every time the document is opened), ‘pages x of y’, and the authors’ reference 

· Coordinators are criticized for not getting into the field enough. This is a valid criticism. The trouble is, the Coordinator knows that every day spent out of the office and not attending coordination meetings means that critical actions are not happening.  

· According to contemporary management consultants, “being busy is most often used as a guise for avoiding those few critically important actions”. 
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� Vilfredo Pareto was an Italian economist. 


� Source: Yogyakarta Earthquake Needs Assessment survey, Emergency Shelter Cluster, July 2006
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