
THE ACADEMIC SWISS ARMY KNIFE 
FOR “HOW TO GET IT DONE”
- And why a PhD is the toughest job around
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What is a PhD? Why is it difficult?

What can I do?



About me – the dusty resumé
• 2018 - Associate Professor 

-Computer Science and Informatics

• 2014-2018 - Assistant Professor
- Computer Science and Informatics

• 2010-2014 – PhD.
- Computer Science and Informatics

- 2009-2010 – Hopelessly 
frustrated with how practice 
works’

- 2003-2009 - Cand.Comm
- Computer Science and 

Communication
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Overall Research Focus:
Everything that includes 
where people and tech 

meet

Right now:
• Green IT solutions
• Process Improvement
• IT architecture
• Facilitation of learning 

with people through IT

Publication list:
• ~30
• https://forskning.ruc.dk/
da/persons/magnuha/p
ublications/
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What gives me energy?
• This!
• Facilitating processes with and for 

people
• Inspiring people
• Showing, trying and evaluating tips, 

tricks and treats!
• Like today!

• Tested and tried on:
• Writing seminars for bachelor, master and 

PhD students (2014-2019)
• In practice for project managers (2017)

29. november 2019 Magnus RP Hansen - magnuha@ruc.dk 5



What changed my academic life
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THE ILLUSTRATED GUIDE 
TO A PHD
shamelessly COPIED from: 
http://matt.might.net/articles/phd-school-in-pictures/
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Don’t forget the big picture…
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Being a PhD student is easy, just like riding a bike
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BUT WHY IS THE BIKE ON FIRE?



BECAUSE IT’S COMPLEX
And rarely just “complicated”
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At some point, you will 
end up here

And stay there for a 
long while…

The Cynefin framework (Snowden, 2000)
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It means you need to 
ACT and DO

…something.

The Cynefin framework (Snowden, 2000)



WHY WE (DON’T) JUST ACT
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Two systems of thought

• System 1: Intuition, instinct, quick and easy fixes and 
actions

• System 2: our conscience, rational contemplation, morals, 
long-term thinking
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(Kahneman, 2013)



So what can we do?
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(Not a product that determines your failures as a human 
being…)

WRITING IS A PROCESS

Writing Treat Retreat 28



"Bird by bird, buddy. Just take it bird by bird.” 

• Giant tasks are completely impossible to get a grasp on
• It will scare us into thought system 1
• Break it down, bird by bird
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(Lamott, 1994)

Produce MANY. SHITTY. FIRST DRAFTS.

And then find the gold nuggets hidden in there.



Examples of removing system 1 “choices”
• Open up THE document so it is the only thing open when 

you meet in the morning or when returning from break.
• Write down what you are about to do, and do it.
• Make an arrangement with your fellows.
• Explain to your brain that you just have to write “meta” text 

about what you are going to write about.
• Have a cookie. But only when you have done the above.

29. november 2019 Magnus RP Hansen - magnuha@ruc.dk 30



Modes we all engage in when writing

THE WRITER’S WHEEL
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5 “modes” of writing
• Exploring
• Unloading
• Incubating
• Structuring
• Polishing and publishing
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Shamelessly copied from
Sarah Haas © 2012 with her permission



Sarah Haas © 2012
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Sarah Haas © 2012
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Sarah Haas © 2012
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Sarah Haas © 2012
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Sarah Haas © 2012
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Sarah Haas © 2012
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Sarah Haas © 2012
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What the Model is Not

• A prescriptive model of what should happen 
• An as-is exportable model to impose
• An excuse for procrastinating
• An excuse for submitting rubbish
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TECHNIQUES FOR GOOD 
HABITS
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Don’t break the chain
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Coffitivity.com
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Pomodoro

• For those nasty tasks that you just can’t seem
to get started on!

• Write down what you want to work on on a 
piece of paper

• Set an egg timer to 25 minutes
• Make sure that the timer makes a ticking
sound

• After 25 minutes, take 5 minutes of break
• Rince and repeat until you’re done!
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Evolving the Pomodoro for academics
• For academics, take a full 45 minutes
• Create a writing group (virtual or physical)
• Have “rolling” meet-ups where anyone can check in
• Make sure to WRITE down and explain your writing goal 

for the 45 minutes!
• Scribbling and babbling is a way to unload!
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Scribbling
Use as finger muscle warm-up for 5 minutes
• Open a new, blank document
• Scribble away anything that takes up space and 

resources in your head
• Ideally you want to end up with an idea of what your goal 

is for the next hour

• Go!
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Setting manageable goals

•(S)pecific

•(M)easurable

•(A)ttractive

•(R)ealistic

•(T)ime-boxed

S
M
A

R

T
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So:

• Is the bike still on fire?
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TIPS FROM THE 
TRENCHES
Shared knowledge
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Productivity and ambience
• http://www.rainymood.com

• https://coffitivity.com
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http://www.rainymood.com
https://coffitivity.com


Links to tips and productivity:
• http://lifehacker.com/write-morning-pages-by-hand-every-

day-to-boost-produc-1623157620
• http://lifehacker.com/david-foster-wallaces-best-

productivity-tricks-1566248566
• http://lifehacker.com/5886128/how-seinfelds-productivity-

secret-fixed-my-procrastination-problem
• http://lifehacker.com/productivity-101-a-primer-to-the-

pomodoro-technique-1598992730
Books:

• David Allen: “Getting things done”
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Inspiring videos:
• David Wallace - this is water: 
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8CrOL-ydFMI

• Kathryn Schulz - being wrong:
• http://ed.ted.com/lessons/on-being-wrong-kathryn-schulz

• Paul Silvia - how to publish a lot and still have a life:
• http://youtu.be/DeVjXINr5Wk
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https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv=8CrOL-ydFMI
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Apps for productivity:

• Internet off (windows and mac):
• https://macfreedom.com
• http://www.techhive.com/article/2045816/9-apps-to-shut-

up-the-internet-and-get-back-to-work.html
• https://www.omnigroup.com/omnifocus
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