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One evening last month, I was in the kitchen answer-
ing client emails, when I smelled 
something burning. I 

realized I’d done it again: 
burned dinner while trying to 
get caught up on work. While 
I’ve always been a juggler — 
for instance, managing a full 
ChemE course load while holding down 
two part-time jobs in college — living a multi-
tasking, time-crunched life has had its 
downsides, including that evening’s 
burned dinner.
 I know I’m not alone. Wireless 
and mobile technologies connect 
us 24/7 to our jobs, and allow us to 
communicate and multitask at a faster pace than ever 
before. As a result, work seems to consume an increasing 
share of our “free” time. Running as if we’re on a hamster 
wheel has serious consequences, including fatigue and 
burnout, stress in our relationships, and physical and emo-
tional absenteeism from family life.

Harmony, not balance
 Work-life balance is a challenge for many of us, but 
how do we get there from here? First, it helps to adjust our 
thinking. “It’s not about balance, like weights on a scale,” 
says Mary T. Scott, a certified professional coach. “It’s 
more about harmony. It’s about taking control for your-
self — making your own choices and setting your own 
priorities.”
 Start by setting aside some quiet time for reflection, 
Scott says. Ask yourself: What is most important? What do 
you want to have accomplished one year from now? This 
will help you see the bigger picture and focus on priorities.
 Ross Topliff, for example, makes family life a priority. 
Topliff, who is principal of Tops Engineering (New York, 
NY), blocks off time on his calendar for family activities, 
to ensure that his home life regularly receives his undivided 
attention. Tom Fekete, a chemicals and pharmaceuticals 
expert (Baltimore, MD), knows that you also need to be 
open about your own expectations for a career path, espe-
cially if you want to be in senior management. “Success 
requires time, energy, and focus,” says Fekete. “This often 
requires tradeoffs.” In my own experience, for instance, this 
has occasionally meant choosing to attend a crucial work 
meeting, and missing my son’s school event.

Time away
 Even with our priorities in place, we 

still need to recharge. “It’s healthy to take 
a break,” says Scott. “Schedule an 
occasional ‘off’ day on your cal-
endar. When you take time off, 

the perspective you gain enriches 
what you bring to work.”
 Exercise and rest are tried and 
true stress relievers that can also 
help you make better decisions 
and be more productive. I’ve 
found, for example, that a quick 

walk is a good remedy when I’m 
feeling stuck. “This allows you to clear your head and then 

go back to your next task with a fresh mind,” says Scott.

Working efficiently
 Working smarter, not harder, can be key to achieving some 
degree of work-life harmony. If you have a complex task star-
ing you down, for example, start working on it when you are 
the most awake and you will work more efficiently, counsels 
Scott. If, like me, you’re sharpest in the morning, tackle it 
then. You may need that third cup of coffee before you can 
get going. Or, perhaps, you will want to work on it at night.
 If you routinely put in a 60–70-hour work week, think 
about how you are spending those hours. For example, do 
you often come in early or work late to take advantage of 
a quiet office? “Don’t let this lead to a destructive habit, 
where you end up wasting the rest of the day,” says Scott.
 It also helps to be smart about dealing with interrup-
tions. One technique is to jot down the ten things you want 
to get done for the week, and then number them in the order 
you want to undertake them, Scott says. Let’s say you plow 
through the first two tasks and then get interrupted. You can 
weigh which is more important: the interruption or your list. If 
it is the interruption, deal with it and then go back to your list. 
Or, you can tell the person who needs you that you must finish 
your task, and then you will give them your full attention.
 As for the multitasking that caused me to burn dinner, 
Scott had one word of advice for me: Don’t. “We all think 
we can multitask, but our brains can only focus on one thing 
at a time,” she says. “It’s amazing, when we allow ourselves 
the luxury of focus, what we can accomplish.”
 Read more of Loraine’s interview with executive coach 
Mary T. Scott on AIChE’s ChEnected blog: http://chenected.
aiche.org/professional-career-development.
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