


In our fast-paced, always-on world, 
interruptions and distractions are a fact of life. 
You’ll find plenty of advice about how to ‘manage’ 
other people who interrupt you, but you’ll always 
be fighting a losing battle that way. Instead of 
trying to control others, here are some practical 
ideas to take responsibility yourself and be 
proactive about interruptions and distractions.

Know what matters to you
There’s an old saying, ‘the devil finds work for 
idle hands’, and it’s just as true today. It’s easier 
to be interrupted and distracted when you don’t 
have a strong purpose and clear goals. Be sure you 
understand your team goals and organisation goals, 
be clear about your own role in achieving them 
and know what matters to you in your professional 
life and your career.

Know what matters today
Neen James, author of Folding Time, recommends 
you start each day by writing three things you 
want to achieve that day. Whenever something or 
someone interrupts you, check whether it’s more 
important or more urgent than those three things. 
If it is, do it—but get back to your three priorities 
as soon as possible.

How to get 
things done when 
everybody keeps 
interrupting you
You can’t avoid the workplace’s daily 
distractions and interruptions, but you 
can learn how to stop them getting in 
the way of real work, says Gihan Perera.
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THE EXPERT

Gihan Perera is a 
business futurist, 

speaker, and author who 
works with business 
leaders to help them 

lead and succeed in an 
uncertain but exciting 

future. He is the author 
of Disruption By Design: 
Leading the change in a 

fast-changing world. 

If you achieve all three goals, you end the day 
feeling satisfied, despite the interruptions. If 
you end most days without achieving your three 
goals, use that as a sign to change your priorities.

Accept it as part of your job
Interruptions might be an essential part of your 
role. This is obvious if you’re working in an 
externally-facing role, such as answering inbound 
calls, greeting people at reception, or selling to 
customers in a retail shop. But it also applies in 
internal roles—for example, a manager assisting 
staff with their work. In this case, interruptions 
are normal, so re-frame your thinking about 
them.

Delegate effectively
That said, if you or your executive are constantly 
being interrupted by staff, it might be a sign you’re 
not doing your job properly. You might not be 
providing enough information, not giving staff 
enough authority, or not giving them enough 
training. The best leaders and managers can 
confidently say ‘I trust your judgement’ when 
they delegate work. If you can’t say this yet, 
determine what you need to do to get to that point.

Stop interrupting yourself
If your phone rings, dings, or vibrates for every 
email, text message, social media post or app 
notification, that’s your own fault. Most apps turn 
on notifications by default, so take back control 
and turn off these notifications. Even better, 
ruthlessly eliminate the services that don’t add 
value. Unsubscribe from group mailing lists, leave 
Facebook and WhatsApp groups, opt out of Slack 
channels, and politely ask to be removed from 
unnecessary reply all e-mails.

Choose the right channels
Classify all your communication channels as 
either ‘immediate’ or ‘deferred’, and treat these 
two groups differently. ‘Deferred’ (sometimes 
called ‘asynchronous’) communication doesn’t 
need other people there at the same time — for 
example, email and online groups. ‘Immediate’ 
(or ‘synchronous’) communication relies on other 
people being there to respond—for example, 
phone calls, and meetings, and SMS.

Many interruptions and distractions occur 
when people mix up these channels. For example, 
email should be deferred, so don’t send email if 
it’s something urgent. Also, don’t reply quickly 
to non-urgent email, because it builds an 
expectation of instant responses.

Which of these ideas can you use right now? 
Choose at least one idea from this list and apply it 
immediately. S 

www.gihanperera.com

52 Chief of Staff | Issue 3 2019

[subbedx2] 52_CoS_Issue3_Jun19.indd   52 16/07/2019   10:46



NEWS

BOOK R EV IEWS
Our EA members tell you whether these top titles are worth a read

Disruption… this word can strike equal amounts 
of fear and excitement in one’s heart when 
they hear it. When it comes to administrative 
professionals, we know all too well how much 
our field has already been disrupted, not only 
by technology but also by the way we now see 
ourselves as being more than a secretary or 
calendar manager.

 In his book Disruption by Design, Gihan Perera 
challenges the reader to shift their mindset about 
change, recognising that change is inevitable and 
we can either choose to embrace it or avoid it and 
be left behind. Perera’s message is highly relevant 
for EAs today and will be sure to inspire some self-
reflective questions around what you’re doing to 
stay ahead of the game. 

He takes you through a step by step guide 
with ideas and suggestions on what you can do 
to become less reactive and more proactive. He 
explains the power of changing your perspective 
to view your customer’s (your executive’s) 
problems and get you to think about what you can 
do to solve them.  

I would recommend Perera’s book to anyone 
who is seeking to better understand their ‘why’ 
and learn about what they can do to take action 
and become leaders of the new-age. I highly 
recommend this read, it left me feeling inspired 
and ready for what’s to come.
Kim Chapman is Senior EA at Ernst & Young

For a generation that grew up using social 
media, personal brand awareness and promotion 
may be easier to understand and navigate than it 
is for some of us. But what if it isn’t, and what if 
you have an amazing business to promote and you 
don’t know where to start?

In her book Visible, Nicola Moras introduces 
a series of small strategic steps that break the 
cycle of procrastination and fear preventing 
many entrepreneurs and businesses from actively 
venturing into the virtual social arena where 
billions of people already spend time every day.

Whether it’s on Facebook, Instagram, 
LinkedIn, YouTube, Twitter, or some other social 
forum, many businesses rely on a dedicated 
marketing department to manage their online 
presence. In this book Nicola argues that our 
online presence is essentially a relationship 
with our network. She goes on to explain that 
building authentic relationships requires us to be 
our authentic selves, and personal authenticity 
cannot be outsourced any more than a personal 
relationship can be.

  It takes a consistent, authentic presence 
online to move from being invisible to visible. 
Likewise, identifying and understanding your 
network ‘puts a face’ onto an otherwise invisible 
audience. This book will help the reader to clearly 
identify their personal value proposition, better 
understand their network and ultimately convert 
the audience’s trust into action. Winning.  
Sharon Esteves is Business Support Manager at Shadforth Financial Group/IOOF
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Disruption by Design
by Gihan Perera
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