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don’t have time.” It was a refrain that Julia Scatliff O’Grady heard over 
and over years ago when her job required her to travel all over the coun-

try and encourage people to get involved with community service. 
O’Grady became fascinated with the topic, did her share of research 

on traditional time-management methods and spoke to 40 people about 
how they manage their lives and try to achieve balance for her observational 

book, Good Busy: Productivity, Procrastination and the Endless Pursuit of Bal-
ance, which is part self-help, part philosophy and part spiritual practice. (After 

INTENSIVE
TIME

“I
Feeling overwhelmed? Working mom 
Julia Scatliff O’Grady says the goal 

should not be slowing down but  
to achieve Good Busy.

By Andrea Griffith Cash 
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editing, the stories of 10 of those people – from a bus 
driver in Chapel Hill to a bartender in Las Vegas to a 
dairy farmer in Ohio – appear in the book, which is, 
appropriately, a fast read at 88 pages.)

But, as she clears dishes from her breakfast table 
and makes herself a cup of coffee during our late-
morning interview, she admits that she has not mas-
tered her subject. She can’t share a quick fix. There is 
no silver bullet. 

“I find myself interested in a topic where I lack 
skill,” she tells me. “I cannot feign perfection. I’m just 
endlessly curious about how to live my life.”

‘I JUST DON’T BUY IT’ 
O’Grady, who grew up in Chapel Hill and is  
currently working on her Ph.D. in communication 
studies from UNC, is also endlessly curious about how 
other people live theirs. She’s noticed a lot of shame 
and guilt surrounding time. People feel that they 
should do better. They feel an enormous pressure to 
be productive and to live a meaningful life. And they 
feel victimized by their busyness. But the message of 
her book is that we cannot manage time; we can only 
manage ourselves in time – and we can only do that to 
a certain degree. 

“With traditional time-management processes, 
there is a sense that if you are diligent enough and 
you are competent enough, you will have control over 
your life,” she says. “And I just don’t buy it.”

It’s commonly believed that people are getting bus-
ier and busier. O’Grady says that’s because there is a 
commodification of everything we do. Even children’s 
playtime is now scheduled. And an increasing access 
to information means that we fill all the empty spaces 
with activity and knowledge. 

What adds to our stress, O’Grady says, is the false 
idea that we can reach a perfect state where balance is 
achieved. 

“Balance is so brief and momentary,” she says. “If 
you look at a leveler to see if a painting is level, the 
bubble is only in balance for mere seconds, and then it 
requires adjustment. I think that’s what life is.”

GOOD VS. BAD 
So what is “good busy”? 

“Bad busy is when we don’t think or care about 
the ones who love us,” she says. “You know what bad 
busy is. It’s that feeling in your throat, that snappiness 

toward other people. Your house is dirty. It’s harder to 
articulate what good busy is.”

O’Grady dedicated the book – which was published 
by Durham-based RCWMS in September – to her 
father, Dr. James Scatliff, who, at 85, is still seeing 
patients one day a week at UNC Health Care. As a 
child, O’Grady remembers that her father loved get-
ting up in the morning and going to work. And she 
doesn’t see that as a bad thing. In fact, she wants to be 
like him.

“I guess I can’t completely abide by the story that 
hard work is a bad thing because I see a lot of hard-
working people who are filled with love and life,” she 
says. “As long as you negotiate well with your depen-
dents, I think it’s OK to work a lot.”

REMEMBER TO SLIVER 
In addition to book signings and the dissertation she 
is writing, O’Grady teaches at UNC and N.C. State. 
She and her yoga instructor husband, Brian, have 
two children. Their daughter Frances is 13, and son 

Trygve is 11. 
O’Grady’s morning starts at 6, when she gets the 

kids ready for school and packs their lunches. Then 
she prepares for class and teaches before returning to 
their home off Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard for 
“family homework time.” 

“I have to read the darn book all the time just to re-
member that it really is helpful for me to sliver things,” 
she says, referring to the chapter that describes how 

Tom Rankin, director of the Center for Documentary 
Studies at Duke, carves out time for a single post-
poned activity and suspends worry over everything 
else he has going on. “These are lessons that don’t 
stick without reinforcement.”

O’Grady believes that from the minute we’re born, 
we have a relationship with time. The book reveals 
how Fred Rogers, better known as the TV personality 
Mr. Rogers, had a fierce routine that included wak-
ing at 4 a.m. and swimming at least a mile every day. 
O’Grady’s friend Kari Andrade is the subject of the 
chapter “Buffer” because she always allows extra time 
to get somewhere. And “Sequence” is dedicated to 

Shawn Amos, an L.A. musician and record producer 
who maintains order by making lists and then spring-
ing into action. 

O’Grady says the chapter called “Tunnel” is really 
about liberation because tunneling means acknowl-
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edging that you are going through a de-
manding period of time – whether you’re 
dealing with a looming deadline, a family 
illness or the departure of an important 
colleague at work.

“You say to yourself, ‘This phase of my 
life is very difficult, but it’s going to be 
over,’” she says. “You will get through.”

 Ultimately, O’Grady wants her work to 
encourage people to accept their lives but 
also motivate them to make a few adjust-
ments in the way they approach schedul-
ing and productivity. 

“I really wanted to start a conversation 
about this topic because all you usually get 
is ‘I’m so busy,’ and I think it’s deeper than 
that,” she says. “My hope was that you 
would leave this book feeling energized to 
do something.”  CHM

MAKING A 
NEW YEAR’S
RESOLUTION? 
For O’Grady’s favorite topic of time 
management, there is no more fascinating 
period than right now, when everyone is 
making resolutions to commit themselves 
to specific goals. We asked her to offer some 
advice to those of us who dare to participate 
in the New Year’s ritual. 

• If you said it last year, you cannot say 
it this year. 

• Make the resolution only for a month; 
it’s not for a year.

•
Don’t just say you want to lose weight. 
Specify how many pounds.

• Ask someone to be your coach – you 
will need guidance throughout the 
process. 

• Resolutions are often all about me. 
Make one that involves the happiness 
of someone else.  CHM 


