
Time the Great Equalizer: Time Management 101 

So many things to do.  Work. School. Text messages, Email. Wife duties. Mommy duties. 
Meetings. Paperwork. Multiple requests from multiple people every day. How can you be 
accessible and accountable —yet still achieve your goals?  

One option is the development of time management skills. Time management is the 
process of planning how much time you will spend on specific activities and when you will 
accomplish them. Intentional management of time allows you to effectively balance 
numerous tasks/to dos.  

 To manage your time effectively, you: 

1. Know your goals. Clarity is key in prioritizing the things you must accomplish.  

2. 80/20 Rule. How do you use your time? Use the daily log or a similar methods to 

track your time. Note any patterns or behaviors that are repeated. The 80/20 rule 

essentially states that 20% of the things we do contribute to 80% of the results. 

Identify the 20% and focus on the outcomes related to those actions. Rinse and 

Repeat. 

3. Devise a plan. Create schedules and to-do lists that depict how you plan to spend 

your time. 

4. Implement your plan. Results are based on the decisions you make and the action 

you take to move to the next level. Start today, do not procrastinate. 
5. P-D-S-A Plan.Do.Study.Act.  Always remain aware of your actions and if areas in 

need of improvement are identified-make the necessary changes. Improve your 
plan and adjust as necessary 

Time Management Process 

 

Learning to manage your time effectively also requires developing new habits—ones that 
help you sustain your productivity gains, replenish your energy, and manage your attention. 

Keys to Effective Time Management 

  
Most people struggle with how to maximize their time and the things achieved within those time 
limits. How do you stay on top of everything that you have to do? Get things done when your day is 
taken up by meetings? Practice? Carpools?  Or make progress on a continually expanding to-do 
list?. 
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Experts such as Jordan Cohen contend that it’s not about time per se but about how productive you 
can be.. Set expectations and be judicious about which tasks you take on and in what order. 

The best advice I have received is to try different approaches to managing your day, such as 
spending 90 minutes on focus work at the beginning of the day or only checking email for 30 minutes 
every three hours or once a day at a set time. Give these approaches time, set metrics for 
measuring success, and consider involving someone else—accountability partner—spouse--to help 
you evaluate whether it really worked. Small tweaks can make a big difference. Even if you find an 
additional 20 minutes each day to reflect and think, that’s progress. 

IN 

Do you find it difficult to manage your time effectively? 

• Yes :  

• Somewhat :  

• Not really :   

TOOL 

Time Management Process 
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Benefits of effective time management 

In the rush of daily demands, you may never accomplish everything you want to do. But 
through time management, you make explicit decisions about what you are—and aren’t—
going to achieve. You prioritize your activities and intentionally focus your energy on the 
things that matter most. 

Using your time effectively generates important benefits for you and your organization: 

• Organizational benefits  

Personal benefits  

•  

o Focus on organizational goals. You devote energy and attention to the 

activities that are most important to your organization. 

o Less crisis management. Instead of scrambling to catch up on tasks, you 

use your time to accomplish what you planned. 

o Modeling of effective behaviors. You provide an example for others in your 

organization. 
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o Higher productivity and performance. The completion of high-quality work 

on time adds value to the organization.  

o Competitive advantage. An organization in which managers use their time 

effectively gains an edge over rivals. 

o Stress reduction. You avoid the tension that comes from trying to juggle 

conflicting demands or from feeling that you didn’t complete what you needed to. 

o Control. Through careful planning, you gain a sense of control over what you 

do and when you do it.  

o Sense of achievement. You feel good about completing tasks and doing 

them well because you weren’t rushed.  

o Work/life balance. Your work life doesn’t infringe on your personal life. You 

have more time to do the things that you enjoy. 

Time pressure and creativity 

Researchers have long studied the connection between time pressure and creativity. Their 
investigations generally show that a modest degree of pressure improves creativity. Beyond 
that point, though, pressure has a negative impact.  

Teresa Amabile, Constance Hadley, and Steven Kramer confirmed this finding by looking at 
more than 9,000 daily diary entries of people engaged in projects demanding high levels of 
creativity. Amabile and her team concluded, “The more time pressure people feel on a given 
day, the less likely they will be to think creatively.”*   
STAT 
Only 9% of 1,500 executives said they were "very satisfied" with how they spend their work 
time. *   
FROM THE COLLECTION 
Overloaded Circuits: Why Smart People Underperform 
Organizations are plagued by workers' scattered attention and misplaced priorities—learn 
three strategies for counteracting this problematic trend. 
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Your time management style 

Some people work best under pressure and thrive when faced with impending deadlines. 
Others prefer to plan their time so they can finish their projects ahead of schedule. Still 
others fall somewhere in between.  

Likewise, certain individuals are more effective early in the day. In contrast, their colleagues 
in the next office may be at their best in the late afternoon.  

Everyone has different tendencies and preferences. Think about your own time 
management style by reflecting on:  

• Your motivation for managing your time 

• Your current time management abilities 

• Your biggest time management challenges 

• The things that give you energy—and those that sap it 

• The times of day when you’re most and least focused 

• The ways you respond to requests and interruptions  

Keep these insights in mind as you read ahead. By knowing your own time management 
style, you can design a plan that works for you and helps you accomplish your goals and 
meet your deadlines.  
EDITOR'S CHOICE 

The Psychological Origins of Procrastination and How We Can Stop Putting Things 
Off 
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Learn how to reframe unappealing tasks so you’re motivated to complete them. 

Read More  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Time management as a skill 

Everyone can learn to prioritize their activities, stay focused on their most important tasks, 
and improve their productivity. Even if you are not organized by nature, you can improve 
your time management skills to accomplish what you want—on the job and at home. And if 
you are innately organized, you can always fine-tune your habits to be even more 
successful.  

Like any skill, managing your time requires a disciplined approach and practice. It also 
takes patience. Have confidence that change is possible. Give yourself permission to try 
new methods and develop new habits. By learning from your mistakes and persisting, you’ll 
soon be accomplishing more in less time.  

Understand What Success Means to You 
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Track your time 

You've prioritized your goals. Now you need to see if you are spending your time on activities that 
are helping you achieve them.  

By analyzing your actual use of time and comparing it with how you should be spending it, you’ll see 
where you can make changes to improve your efficiency.  

How to Budget Your Time Effectively 

  

Elizabeth Grace Saunders — President and CEO, Real Life E Time Coaching and Training 

We all have colleagues who are so efficient and so effective that they seem superhuman. How are they able to 
hit all their quotas early, manage all of their projects, network with the higher-ups, and still put in only 40 
hours a week, while you're consistently working longer and accomplishing less? 

Their secret is simple. They budget their time well. As a time coach, I teach my clients to think about time like 
it's money. People who are the least stressed about their finances typically follow a few rules. They know how 
much they have to spend. They understand what their costs are. They cut costs to avoid debt, and they invest 
where there's a good probability of return. 

You can apply the same principles to your time. Start by calculating how many hours you have to spend on 
work each day, week, or month. For example, remember to allocate time for sleep, commuting, personal 
commitments like family time, exercise, and even eating and showering. Then estimate the time cost of 
everything you need to get done. Be accurate. For example, a one-hour meeting could have related expenses of 
15 minutes travel time each way, 30 minutes of prep, and 15 minutes of follow-up. That adds up to 2.25 hours. 
After you evaluate all your activities, there's a good chance you'll discover you're in time debt. 

So you'll need to make cuts where you can. I know one executive whose time budget showed her it was 
actually impossible to manage her full workload. So she asked for deadline extensions, renegotiated project 
scopes, and recruited extra help. 

Finally, rebalance your time to focus on the career and personal activities that matter most. For example, if you 
have a major life event, such as a promotion, which will demand more work travel, you need to reexamine the 
proper allocation of your time. 
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Life and work are dynamic, and change is to be expected. You can't simply set your schedule and leave it for 
the next 10 years. So you'll need to constantly revisit your time budget to make sure you're investing your time 
wisely. 

EDITOR'S CHOICE  

How One Man Used a Simple Strategy from Toyota to Fix a Problem He Faced Every 
Day 
If you’re constantly running into the same time crunches, use this method to realign your workload. 

Read More  

TOOL  

 
OM THE COLLECTION  

Make Time for the Work That Matters 
Learn how to drop, delegate, or redesign your day's low-value tasks. 
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Create an activity log 

To determine how you are spending your time, create an activity log—a written record of your time 
use. Track your activities over three to five days. Select typical days rather than those when you are 
doing something unusual, such as attending a conference or training a new employee.  

To gain a complete picture, also record how you use your personal time. By doing so, you’ll be better 
able to work toward achieving the balance you desire between work and home.  

A good activity log:  

• Lists each activity you engage in and how much time you spent on it. 

• Includes even minor activities, such as tidying your desk and taking coffee breaks. 

• Labels each entry with a specific category, such as "email," "internet browsing," "phone 

call," "planning," "meetings," and "supervision." 

• Assigns a priority to each entry, based on the priority of the goal it supports. Unless they are 

associated with specific high-priority goals, activities such as managing paperwork and 

chatting with coworkers are generally C-priority activities. 

Ahmad is looking to expand his successful pet supply business. To improve his efficiency, he creates an 
activity log and tracks his time. In addition to his work-related goals, Ahmad has a personal goal of improving 
his health by taking a break for lunch each day:  

• Time  

Category/Activity  
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Time Spent  

Priority  

• 8:00 a.m. 

Research financing options 

60 min 

A 

• 9:00 a.m. 

Train David on safety procedures 

30 min 

B 

• 9:30 a.m. 

Meeting on e-commerce sites 

90 min 

B 

• 11:00 a.m. 

Meeting with human resources on benefit packages 

50 min 

C 

• 11:50 a.m. 

Internet: Browse news sites 

10 min 
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C 

• 12:00 p.m. 

Call with vendor sales rep 

30 min 

C 

• 12:30 p.m. 

Lunch 

30 min 

A 

• 1:00 p.m. 

Supervision: Catch up with Diana, who is back from vacation 

20 min 

C 

• 1:20 p.m. 

Email: Contact at finance company 

20 min 

A 

Productivity 

  

Aus Al-Tawil — Acting Manager, Reservoir Characterization Department, Saudi Aramco 

Measure how time is invested in order to see where time is wasted. 

Aus Al-Tawil is the Acting Manager of the Reservoir Characterization Department (RCD) in Saudi Aramco’s 
Exploration Organization. Saudi Aramco oversees the world’s largest conventional reserves of crude oil, is the 
world’s largest producer and exporter of crude oil, and leads the world in exporting natural gas liquids. Aus 
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joined the Exploration Organization in 2000 with a specialty in carbonate geology, working in the Gas Fields 
Characterization Division of RCD.  

Prior to joining Saudi Aramaco, Aus was a Visiting Research Scientist with the Mobil Technology Company’s 
Carbonates Research Group. He was also a teaching assistant in the Ph.D. program in the Geological Sciences 
department at Virginia Tech.  

Aus holds a Bachelor of Science in geology from King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals in 
Dhahran, Saudi Arabia.  

My first supervisory job was an opportunity really to ease my way into leadership through leading a smaller 
group of professionals and having more opportunity for one-on-one guidance and leadership. This group was a 
group of talented people, and one particular professional was lagging behind in his performance, in his 
deliverability and his rate of production of the work. 

I was very curious because he was there. He was present. He was working. We discussed it, and he 
acknowledged that he might not be as focused during the working day on the job and he might wander around 
with his mind or something or spend time on this or that. 

But his explanation was: “I make it up by working through lunch. I don’t take a lunch break.” 

I was curious about that, and we agreed to log his activities on a daily basis. And we did. He actually was very 
honest, and he logged it on half-hour blocks what he was doing. He would just check, check, check. 

The key thing, of course, is the trust and the respect and the honesty in this kind of interaction and relationship. 
So when we looked at the data, it was interesting. There was spending this much time on the internet or it 
might start with a work-related thing and then wander on. Too much time on email. Long coffee breaks. 

Funny thing, when we scaled it up to a working month, it equaled about 40 hours. Forty hours is a workweek. 
My message to him was: There are no 40 lunch hours in a month--there are only 22. The debt is a lot bigger 
than you can pay with lunch hours. He was very easily convinced and acknowledged that and it was in your 
face. 

Of course, after he took his vacation, this transition didn’t happen overnight. But when he came back from 
vacation, I was very amazed at the performance, the efficiency. He was just a completely changed man. 

That took trust, respect, and honesty in assessment and good communication between the leadership and the 
professional. 

Alternative to an activity log 

If you cannot take the time to record all of your activities, you may want to focus on one category 
that you suspect might be interfering with your productivity. 

Beth, manager for a health-care consulting group, suspects that she is spending too much time on 
administrative tasks. She tracks the time she spends on these tasks for a week. When she reviews her notes, she 
finds that making hotel and flight reservations for trips to see clients took her 3 hours. She shows her manager 
how she could make better use of that time. They agree to have the department administrative assistant make 
future travel arrangements. 
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Analyze patterns  

Examine your log to identify patterns of time use. Consider these questions: 

• "What kinds of activities are consuming most of my time?" Are you spending a lot of 

time on paperwork, coffee breaks, or returning voice mail messages? 

• "Do some tasks tend to cluster at certain times?" Do you spend most of Monday 

mornings responding to email? Do you often have unexpected visitors after lunch? Do 

meetings cluster later in the week? 

Now consider whether you're using your time in ways that support your goals. Ask: 

• "Does this use of time match my most important objectives?" Spending most of your day 

on the phone may be appropriate if you're in sales, but not if you work in accounts payable. 

• "How much of my day is spent on A- and B-priority activities?" Your ultimate goal is to 

spend most of your day on high-priority activities, with C-level tasks taking up a small 

portion of your time.  

EDITOR'S CHOICE  

11 Time-Wasting Habits That Are Hard to Quit, but You’ll Be Glad You Did 
Eliminate counterproductive patterns from your workday. 

Read More  
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Identify areas for improvement 

You can now begin to think about how to make changes. To improve your use of time: 

• Decrease the amount of time you spend on C-priority activities. Look for ways to 

eliminate or delegate lower-priority tasks. For example, if you are spending too much time 

tracking shipments, consider delegating the work to a team member who is already in contact 

with the vendor on other issues. 

• Identify the underlying causes of your time challenges. If you understand why you are 

doing something, it’s easier to change your behavior. For example, if you find that you get 

bogged down on tasks that involve computer applications you haven’t used before, ask 

colleagues who are familiar with the latest technology to give you a tutorial. 

• Look at what’s working. If you were particularly productive during a certain time period, 

think about what you did and why it worked. Then try to apply those behaviors to the rest of 

your schedule. For example, you notice that when a particular meeting ended early, you used 

the unscheduled time to do your action items from the meeting. Now, whenever possible, you 

schedule an additional 15 minutes after meetings to immediately address your action items. 

• Determine the best time to do certain activities. For example, you may notice that 

checking and responding to email first thing in the morning puts you behind on your tasks for 

the day. You decide to set aside time for email right before lunch instead—after you’ve made 

progress on key tasks. 
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Use the following activity to practice what you've learned. Exploring the outcomes of your choices in 
each scenario will help you prepare for similar situations in your workplace. 

 
 
 
 
 
Analyze an activity log 

Grace is responsible for a project that involves significant research. To learn where she can cut back 
on time-wasting activities and better manage her time, she’s keeping an activity log. Consider 
Grace’s log entries and think about how she could reallocate her time. 

Scenario: 
8:45 Email: Checked and responded. 15 min. B priority 

9:00 Break: Coffee room, chatting. 9 min. C priority  

9:09 Project Research: Read project data. 21 min. B priority  

9:30 Meeting: Project team check-in. 45 min. A priority  

10:15 Break: Browsed internet. 11 min. C priority  

10:26 Phone: Returned calls. 9 min. B priority  

10:35 Break: Browsed internet. 15 min. C priority  

10:50 Project Research: Resumed project data. 45 min. B priority  

11:35 Interruption: Handled customer service issue. 25 min. A priority  

12:00 Off-site: Lunch meeting with manager. 60 min. A priority 

  

Grace has fallen behind her timeline for her project research efforts. Although it’s a B-priority 
goal, she wanted to spend about half her morning conducting research for the project. Did she 
meet her goal? 

1. Yes  

Not the best choice. Grace spent 66 minutes working on the research project, about one-third 

of her morning (3 hours and 15 minutes). If Grace had used the time spent browsing the 
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internet (26 minutes) to conduct project research, she would have spent close to half the 

morning (92 minutes) on project research. 

2. No 

Correct choice. Grace spent 66 minutes working on the research project, about one-third of 

her morning (3 hours and 15 minutes). If Grace had used the time spent browsing the Internet 

(26 minutes) to conduct project research, she would have spent close to half the morning (92 

minutes) on project research. 

 

Which of the following did not contribute to Grace’s lack of progress on her project? 

1. Grace failed to properly prioritize her time. 

Not the best choice. This is contributing to Grace's lack of progress. Grace should prioritize 

tasks and then make a commitment to spend her time on high-priority activities. She should 

also allot some unscheduled time for unexpected high-priority tasks, such as handling 

customer issues. 

2. Grace allowed for too many interruptions to her work. 

Not the best choice. This is contributing to Grace’s lack of progress. Grace had many 

interruptions during the morning—both personal and business-related. Some interruptions are 

unavoidable, but minimizing procrastination and accurately gauging a task’s importance can 

help Grace limit the interruptions and focus on important projects. 

3. Grace spent too much time answering emails and phone calls. 

Correct choice. This did not contribute to her lack of progress on her project. Grace 

effectively set aside blocks of time for answering emails and returning calls. She did not let 

these tasks bleed over into the rest of the morning.  

Which of the following is not an effective way for Grace to rearrange her schedule to make her 
morning more productive? 

1. Redistribute her personal breaks. 

Not the best choice. This would be an effective way for Grace to make her mornings more 

productive. Grace took several personal breaks very close together during her morning. She 
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could be more productive and allocate more time to her project if she distributed those breaks 

throughout the day. 

2. Start her day earlier. 

Correct choice. Simply starting earlier is not a good way to rearrange her schedule. 

Although starting her day earlier would give her more time, Grace could be more productive 

by evaluating how she allocates her time and rearranging her schedule. 

3. Allocate a certain amount of unscheduled time for business and personal interruptions. 

Not the best choice. This would be an effective way for Grace to make her mornings more 

productive. Grace allowed herself to get distracted by less important tasks, which forced her 

to have to refocus and backtrack when she resumed work on her priority tasks. 
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Reflect 

Reflecting on your learning helps you apply relevant concepts to your job. 

1. What new insights do you have that could benefit you or others in your workplace? 

Your entry here will be a reference point for you in the On-the-Job section of this topic.  

 

 

 

2. What are your biggest opportunities for applying concepts from this Lesson in your 

workplace? 

Your entry here will be a reference point for you in the On-the-Job section of this topic.  
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Develop your schedule 

Now that you know how you spend your time and have identified possible areas of improvement, 
you're ready to begin scheduling your time more effectively. 

A detailed schedule enables you to: 

• Commit to accomplishing certain tasks within a specific time frame.  

• Visualize your available time and your plan for allocating it.  

• Easily see uncommitted blocks of time.  

• Ensure that your A- and B-priority tasks are occupying most of your time. 

• Minimize stress by avoiding committing to too many tasks at the same time. 

TOOL  

Select scheduling tools 
There are many different types of scheduling tools, including: 

• Phone-based calendar apps 

• Paper-based planners 

• Integrated calendar and task management software 

• Networked scheduling programs 

• Wall or desk calendars 

Your organization may provide these tools. If you aren’t comfortable with the tool provided, find one 
that fits your personal style. You'll be more likely to use a system that meets your needs. 

Start	with	your	priorities 
When building your schedule, always begin with your A-priority tasks. Insert them into appropriate 
time slots over the coming days, weeks, or months. By scheduling these first, you are sure to have 
time to deal with your most important responsibilities. Then assign your B-priority tasks to specific 
time slots.  

Keep in mind that you have periods of high and low energy each day. For example, right after lunch 
is a time of low energy for many people. Schedule activities that require concentration and creativity 
during your peak energy periods. Schedule routine tasks, such as handling email or reviewing 
reports, during low-energy periods. 
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Recognize Your Energy-Level Patterns 

 

Build in flexibility 
An effective schedule gives you the ability to respond to the unexpected without undermining your 
priorities or creating stress. As a manager, you’ll likely find that your days are unpredictable. Crises 
develop, you are pulled into meetings, and unexpected opportunities arise that require attention. To 
accommodate these situations, build flexibility into your schedule: 

• Don’t book every minute. Leave time to deal with crises and unexpected demands. 

• Avoid back-to-back meetings. You need time after each meeting to process the information 

and execute action items. 

• Include breaks. By incorporating moments to rest and reflect, you’ll improve your focus.  

• Look ahead. Plan to complete activities ahead of deadlines to give yourself leeway in case 

something unexpected comes up. 

Greater flexibility won't make your day any less full, but it will ensure that you have time to handle 
the things that matter most.  

The Key to Being on Time 

  

Peter Bregman — CEO, Bregman Partners, and Author, “18 Minutes” 

How can you prepare effectively for meetings and other events, arrive on time, and be fully present and 
productive once you’re there? Build in 15–20 minutes of transition time between every event. 

Peter Bregman is the CEO of BregmanPartners, Inc., a global management consulting firm that advises CEOs 
and their leadership teams. He speaks, writes, and consults about how to lead and how to live. 

Peter is the author, most recently, of “18 Minutes: Find Your Focus, Master Distraction, and Get the Right 
Things Done.” He is a regular contributor to Harvard Business Review,Fast Company, Forbes, National Public 
Radio (NPR), Psychology Today, and CNN. 

Peter began his career teaching leadership on wilderness and mountaineering expeditions and then moved into 
the consulting field with the Hay Group and Accenture before starting Bregman Partners in 1998. He has 
advised CEO and senior leaders in many of the world’s premier organizations, including Allianz, American 
Express, Brunswick Group, Goldman Sachs, Morgan Stanley, Deutsche Bank, JPMorgan Chase, FEI, GE 
Capital, Merck, Clear Channel, Nike, UNICEF, and many others. 

Peter holds a BA from Princeton University and an MBA from Columbia University. 

One of the problems that I face is getting places on time. And that's an important problem to deal with, because 
it not only then wastes my time but it wastes other people's time. And I learned about how to do this well from 
my wife, Eleanor. Eleanor's really, really great with time. 
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When I have to get someplace—for example, Eleanor and I were traveling to a party. And we'd gotten in the 
car and it was 6:00, and the party wasn't until 7:00. And Eleanor was starting to get stressed out. And I said, 
“Why are you stressed out? What’s the problem? We're, like, an hour early.” And she said, “But Peter, we're 
three hours away from the party”—we were in upstate New York, the party was in New York—“We're three 
hours away. We'll never get there in time. We're going to be two hours late.” And I said, “But we're not late 
yet, because it's still an hour before the party started. We're not late yet.”    This is my problem with time. 
Here's how she thinks: We have to be at the party at 7:00, which means that we have to arrive in New York by 
6:00, which means then that we have to leave upstate New York by 4:00 or 3:00. If we're going to leave at, 
let's say 3:00, that means that we have to have finished lunch by 2:00 in order to get everybody and the kids 
packed in the car to go. 

If we're going to finish the lunch by 2:00, then that means that we really have to come in from skiing—we 
were at a ski house—we have to come in from skiing by noon. Which means, if they're going to get their three 
hours of skiing in, they’ve got to really get out skiing by 9:00. If they're going to get out skiing by 9:00, we 
have to wake them up at 6:00 in time for breakfast. And if they're going to get a normal decent amount of 
sleep, they have to get to bed by 8:00, because they're young kids. And if we have to get there by 8:00, we 
have to feed them dinner by 6:00. 

And I'm sitting there, two days earlier, thinking I'm already late for the party in two days. And yet she's right. 
If you're going to get somewhere, you have to work backwards from where that place is. And you have to do 
what I call “building in transition time.” You have to build in transition time. 

There's no way that we can go from a meeting that ends at 4:00 to a meeting that starts at 4:00. We can't do it. 
And if we're booking meetings in Outlook—one-hour meeting slots—even if you're on the phone, even if 
they're conference calls, you can't make that switch fast enough. And when you do try to make that switch fast, 
you lose all the benefit of thinking about what it is that you're going to accomplish. We have to go to half-hour, 
45-minute meetings. 

We need 15, 20 minutes in between to think about how to make the next meeting productive, how to make the 
most use of what's going to happen next in our day so that we could really be present to that, so that we're not 
checking e-mail in the middle of it. So that we can actually do what we need to do that would normally take us 
an hour and a half, we could do it in half an hour, 45 minutes. 

That transition time makes our day go much more smoothly. It ensures that we end up where we need to be in 
time. And it allows us to be present when we're sitting in the room doing what we're supposed to be doing. 

Tips for scheduling your time effectively 

These guidelines can help you build a useful schedule: 

• Consider starting your day by accomplishing one key task. You’ll feel a sense of 

achievement, make progress on an important project, and build momentum for the rest of the 

day. 

• Consolidate tasks such as email, paperwork, and phone calls. For example, set aside 

9:00–9:30 a.m. and 4:30–5:00 p.m. for these tasks. Consolidating tasks usually reduces the 

total time required to do them by eliminating startup and switching time. 

• Keep your schedule easily accessible. Check on your progress throughout the day to make 

sure you are on target. 
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POLL  

What is your preferred scheduling tool? 

• Planner  

• Integrated calendar and task management software  

• Networked scheduling program  

• Desk calendar  

• Phone-based calendar app  

• None of these  

Make	time	for	re-planning	*		 
No schedule is perfect. Often, you’ll realize that you aren’t going to accomplish what you planned to 
do; for example, phone calls and emergencies invaded your time, and the day is slipping away.  

When this happens, embrace change as part of your time management process. Course corrections 
are often necessary. Learn to evaluate your success by how you invested your time based on the 
circumstances that arose that day, not by whether or not you did everything as originally scheduled.  

When unexpected demands crop up, take a few minutes to reassess your goals and plans for the day. 
Begin by identifying times to work on uncompleted priority tasks, bumping lower-priority tasks if 
necessary. Then look at the amount of time you have left and determine what else you can 
accomplish. 

As you think about how to reallocate your time, consider: 

• What is most important now? 

• Can you make any trade-offs? For example, if you attended a daily project meeting 

yesterday, can you skip it today to take care of something more pressing? 

• What can you delegate? 

• What can you say “no” to? 

• What deadlines and timelines can you change? 

• What can you do less of—and less perfectly—yet still add value? 

  

Spontaneity plays an important part in implementing your plans. You may feel you can’t take the 
time to re-plan your day—after all, you’re already behind schedule. But by doing so, you’ll find you 
make better use of the remaining time you do have while reducing your stress. 
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Create effective to-do lists 

A to-do list is one of the simplest and most commonly used scheduling tools. It captures all the tasks 
you need to complete in a certain time frame. Many people use a to-do list in combination with a 
weekly or monthly schedule, and most day planners and computer- and phone-based calendars have 
built-in to-do lists.  

An effective to-do list includes:  

• Meetings you are scheduled to attend  

• Decisions you must make 

• Calls you must make or be prepared to receive 

• Reports, emails, and other items you must write 

• Unfinished A- and B-priority tasks from the previous day 

• Miscellaneous tasks, as you have time for them  

Some people jot down their to-do items or spontaneous ideas on scraps of paper. The problem with 
this method is that it’s easy to misplace these notes and overlook a priority task.  

Instead, create a master to-do list by noting all of your reminders, tasks, and key information in one 
place. You can do this in a day planner, on your cell phone, or in a small notebook—whatever 
method is easiest for you. What’s critical is that you capture all of your random thoughts and new 
action items. Check this master list when you create your schedule and daily to-do list.  
EDITOR'S CHOICE  

Tweak Your To-Do List to Make Your Job Feel More Meaningful 
If it’s filled with dreaded tasks, your To-Do list won’t be very effective. Instead, make it worth 
tackling. 

Read More  

Make a daily to-do list 
Create your daily to-do list either at the end of the previous day or first thing in the morning. Doing 
so will ensure that you’ll be able to jump right into your projects, instead of wasting time figuring out 
what you need to do. 

When you are creating your to-do list, break your tasks into specific activities. For example, while 
your schedule might direct you to return phone calls on Tuesday between 3 and 4 p.m., your daily to-
do list would identify each person you need to call. Include phone numbers or other details you need 
to complete the task, so you don't need to spend time looking for them. 
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Return phone calls, 3-4 p.m. 

• Herb: 555-555-5515—performance appraisal meeting 

• Juanita: Extension 90—salary review 

• David: Extension 44—monthly sales, pull up sales report for reference 

As you compile your list, be realistic about how many things you can accomplish. If you are new at 
creating daily to-do lists, include only half the number of items you think you can complete. Also, be 
diligent about keeping low-priority activities and urgent but unimportant tasks off the list. Otherwise, 
you may be tempted to take care of these items first and then have no time left for important work. 

Differentiate urgent and important tasks 

* 	

Tracy, Brian. Time Power. New York: American Management Association, 2004. 

When creating to-do lists and schedules, it’s important to separate urgent tasks from important tasks.  

Urgent tasks are things that must be dealt with immediately, such as an unanticipated customer 
request or an interruption from a coworker. These requests are urgent because they demand attention, 
but often they are not important in terms of your long-term goals.  

Important tasks, in contrast, have potentially serious consequences if you don’t take care of them. 
Examples include finalizing a client agreement or getting your boss’s approval on a key marketing 
piece.  

When you are confronted with prioritizing important and urgent tasks:  

1. Begin by addressing tasks that are both urgent and important. These are the things that 

must be done immediately, have tight timelines, and support your top-priority goals. 

2. Next, address tasks that are important but not urgent. The more time you can spend on 

important tasks with serious long-term consequences, the more effective you become. 

3. Delegate or schedule a time to address tasks that are urgent but not important. Let others 

know when you’ll be available to meet with them or briefly give them ideas for solving the 

problem on their own. 

Use your to-do list 
First thing in the morning, use your daily to-do list to identify your key priorities. Ask yourself:  

• What three actions are my top priorities today? 
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• What must I accomplish by the end of the day to reach my goals?  

When demands start piling up and you feel overwhelmed, tired, or unfocused, refer to your to-do 
list—especially these priority items.  

If you are not prepared to undertake a task at its scheduled time, focus on the next priority. Complete 
it, then return to the original task. Don’t delay that primary task more than once. 

Cross each task off your list as you complete it. You’ll feel a sense of satisfaction. You will also 
clearly see what tasks you have not yet finished. At the end of the day, transfer any remaining high-
priority tasks to your to-do list for the next day, and schedule a time to complete them. 

Focus Your To-Do List 

  

Peter Bregman — CEO, Bregman Partners, and Author, “18 Minutes” 

How to create an effective to-do list? Identify the most critical priorities in your work and personal life. Then 
ensure that the tasks on your to-do list directly relate to those priorities. 

Peter Bregman is the CEO of Bregman Partners, Inc., a global management consulting firm that advises CEOs 
and their leadership teams. He speaks, writes, and consults about how to lead and how to live. 

Peter is the author, most recently, of “18 Minutes: Find Your Focus, Master Distraction, and Get the Right 
Things Done.” He is a regular contributor to Harvard Business Review, Fast Company, Forbes, National 
Public Radio (NPR), Psychology Today, and CNN. 

Peter began his career teaching leadership on wilderness and mountaineering expeditions and then moved into 
the consulting field with the Hay Group and Accenture before starting Bregman Partners in 1998. He has 
advised CEO and senior leaders in many of the world’s premier organizations, including Allianz, American 
Express, Brunswick Group, Goldman Sachs, Morgan Stanley, Deutsche Bank, JPMorgan Chase, FEI, GE 
Capital, Merck, Clear Channel, Nike, UNICEF, and many others. 

Peter holds a BA from Princeton University and an MBA from Columbia University. 

How do you create the right kind of to-do list, a to-do list that doesn't just serve as a guilt list reminding you of 
everything that you're not doing, but a to-do list that actually serves to move you forward in the areas of your 
life that you most want to focus on?  

Well, to create that kind of a list, first thing you have to do is identify what it is that you want to focus on. We 
very rarely do that. We just start with a list and put all the things we have to do.  

Well, take a step back and say, what is it that's most important for you to focus on? I could tell you for me, I 
decide five things I want to focus on. The first is do great work with my current clients. The second is to grow 
and develop my business. The third is to speak and write about my ideas. The fourth is creative pursuits, some 
kind of creative pursuit that's not going to necessarily bring me money, but is going to fulfill me. And the fifth 
is to nurture myself and my family. Those are my five top areas of focus.  

And I liken this to my buffet problem, because I not only have a time management problem, I have a buffet 
problem. And my buffet problem is that I go to a buffet and everything looks so great and so enticing and I 
want to eat everything. And I do a pretty good job of it. I go to the buffet. I fill three or four heaping plates of 
food. And sure, it has the lettuce, and the broccoli, and the tomatoes.  

But it also has the brownies, and the chocolate chip cookies, and the mousses. And I bring it to my table. And 
my wife looks at me and says, “Are you OK? Are you OK?” And I say, “Yeah, I got this. I got this. I'm under 
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control.” Which means [I’m not.] And then I fill myself up, and I leave the table bloated and feeling sick. And 
the problem is, what I want to eat in the moment is different than what I want to have eaten.  

And that is our time management problem. What we want to do in the moment is different than what we want 
to have done by the end of the day. And so we really need to be strategic about what we're going to do and 
what we're not going to do in order to make sure that we're not eating all the wrong things, and that we have to 
bring back to our table—our desk—a to-do list, a calendar, a set of tasks that represent what's most important 
to us, our highest priorities, the things that we most want to focus on in a year. 

Take advantage of unexpected downtime 

View unexpected downtime as a gift and use it wisely. Unscheduled blocks of time tend to open up 
when you’re traveling, when meetings start late, or when you've just finished one major task and 
haven’t started the next one yet. Depending on the amount of time you have available, you can use it 
to tackle different kinds of tasks: 

• 5-Minute Blocks  

10-Minute Blocks  

30-Minute Blocks  

• Schedule an appointment 

Make a brief phone call 

Skim journals, magazines, and newspapers 

• Make a quick note 

Outline a meeting agenda  

Plan your weekly schedule 

• Update your schedule 

Read and respond to an email 

Outline notes for a report 

EDITOR'S CHOICE  

How Writing To-Do Lists Helps Your Brain (Whether or Not You Finish Them)  
Quick, put pencil to paper—or fingers to keyboard.  

Read More  
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Check your progress 

At least once a week, take stock of how you're doing relative to your overall schedule. That way, you 
can identify problems and find ways to constantly improve how you manage your time. As you 
review your progress, ask yourself:  

• "Am I completing the tasks I set for this week?" If not, what's preventing you from doing 

so? For example, are you underestimating the amount of time needed to complete certain 

tasks? 

• "Am I making progress toward achieving my goals?" If not, you may be including too 

many C-priority tasks in your schedule. 

• "Do I feel more focused?" If not, you may be failing to cluster similar tasks together or to 

take occasional breaks. 

• "Can I sustain this schedule?" If not, restructure your schedule to match your energy level 

or reassess your priorities.  

Use your answers to determine whether you need to make major or minor changes to your time 
management system. 

If you are comfortable doing so, ask your supervisor, peers, and direct reports for observations on 
how effectively you use your time. Find out what they do to continually improve the way they 
manage their time.  

Priorities 

   

Stever Robbins — President, Stever Robbins Inc. 

You can't manage time. You can only manage yourself. 

Sustain Your Productivity Gains 
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Control time-wasters 

As you begin working toward your goals and adjusting your schedule, you’ll encounter obstacles that 
prevent you from using your time effectively. An important part of developing your time 
management skills is to recognize these obstacles and to work to overcome them. 
EDITOR'S CHOICE  

Has Lunch Ruined Your Productivity? 
The brief video shows you the right way to refresh mind and body during your midday break. 

Read More  

Procrastination 
Procrastination is the habit of delaying or putting off doing something that should be done right 
away. Everyone procrastinates sometimes. But when people procrastinate, they run the risk of 
jeopardizing their projects—and their reputations. 

Procrastination also adds stress. Putting off tasks doesn’t mean they disappear—those unfinished jobs 
often weigh on people’s minds. The last-minute scramble to complete high-priority items creates 
chaos and increases the likelihood of errors. 

Because people procrastinate for different reasons, different strategies are useful for overcoming the 
problem: 

 

• Cause of procrastination  

Strategy to overcome it  

• Unpleasant or uninteresting task 

o Delegate the task to someone who doesn’t find it unpleasant. 

o Admit you're procrastinating—and then get the job done. 

o Envision how good you'll feel once you've completed the task. 

o Schedule the task in a way that makes turning back impossible or costly. For 

example, commit to paying a contract worker for a job, starting on a specific date. 
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o Consider the impact of not completing the task on your coworkers or on your other 

projects. 

• Fear of failure 

o If you lack the training or resources needed to complete an assignment, get the help 

you need. 

o If your fear stems from lack of self-confidence, defuse it by listing all the tasks you 

have to do to complete the job. You’ll likely find that you know how to do most of them. 

o Start with something you know. Any kind of movement on the task can help dispel 

fear. 

• Unclear starting point 

o Jump in anywhere. You'll likely find a productive way forward. 

o Break a difficult or overwhelming task into smaller, manageable ones. 

o At the end of the day, spend a few minutes on a task you want to work on the next 

morning. For example, you may jot down some notes about a report you need to write. The 

next day, you’ll probably find it easier to continue working on the project than if you hadn’t 

already started it. 

Managing procrastination in others 

Managing your own tendency to procrastinate is one thing. Helping the people you work with—and 
rely on—to deal with procrastination can be even more difficult.  

To work with people who put tasks off:  

• Set formal deadlines. 

• Remind others of the importance of the project. 

• Frequently check in with them on their progress. 

• Provide regular updates on the progress of the project so they can gauge if they are falling 

behind on their part. 
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• Show appreciation for every step forward. 

FROM THE COLLECTION  
Manage Your Energy, Not Your Time 
To improve your effectiveness, manage your energy—this will help build your capacity to get things 
done. 

Schedule	overload 
Many managers take on more commitments and responsibilities than they can handle. They then find 
themselves working nights and weekends to hit their deadlines. In some cases, people feel that, no 
matter what they do, they will never catch up. 

 

To avoid schedule overload: 

• Know your key responsibilities and goals. Avoid taking on activities that don't align with 

these objectives. 

• Help others improve their performance. If others aren't doing their jobs or aren’t performing 

to your standards, support them in improving their performance rather than taking over their 

tasks. 

• Don't assume everything has to be done. Concentrate your energy on tasks that truly matter. 

• Learn to turn down assignments. Explain your current responsibilities, point out how taking 

on an unrelated task will jeopardize your shared goals, and offer a reasonable alternative. 

Don’t waste your time in meetings 
When you are invited to a meeting: 

• If you have little to contribute or gain, opt out of attending. 

• If your presence is necessary for only a few agenda items, arrange to attend just the part of 

the meeting that is relevant to you. 

• If you choose not to attend, ask for the meeting notes so you can stay informed of any 

decisions made or action items assigned. 

TOOL  

Avoiding Schedule Overload 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE  

Collaborative Overload? Stop the Madness 
Discover what should come off your calendar—and what’s worth putting back on it. 

Read More  

Unmanaged	email	and	paperwork 
Most managers are bombarded with email. Sorting through and responding to email can eat up a 
good part of your time. 

To avoid losing valuable time to email: 

• Check email only at assigned times. Turn off the email alert so you won’t be tempted to look 

at messages as they come in.  

• Ask personal correspondents to use your home email address. It may seem more efficient to 

use one address for all email, but doing so increases the chances that you will be distracted. 

• "Triage" your messages. Move urgent messages to a folder labeled "Urgent." Deal with these 

at a specified time. Move other messages to a "Later" folder and respond to them after 

handling the high-priority tasks on your schedule. 

• Ask people to create detailed subject lines for their messages. This will help you decide 

whether to delete a message, act on it immediately, or deal with it later. 

• Let people know the kinds of conversations you want to have—and don’t want to have—by 

email. If a topic requires more than one or two email exchanges, you’re probably better off 

handling the issue by phone or in person. 

Paperwork can also impede good time management. When people have to sort through piles and 
folders to find documents they need, they waste valuable time. 

To manage paperwork efficiently: 

• If a paper communication doesn't require a response from you, skim it, and then toss or file it. 

• If a paper communication does require a response from you, respond immediately, then toss 

or file it. 

• If you’re too busy to respond right away, put the document in a “Later” file. Be sure to rank 

the items by priority. 

Don’t behave like Pavlov’s dogs 
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Just as Ivan Pavlov used a bell to make dogs salivate in anticipation of food, incoming email, texts, 
and tweets have trained many people to stop what they are doing and respond to them. This behavior 
interrupts your thought and work processes, making you less efficient. 

To break your habit of immediately checking your messages, adjust the settings so your device 
checks for incoming items at a specific time interval, such as every 90 minutes. 
TOOL  
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Manage your attention *   

In today’s business environment, 24/7 connectivity, an endless stream of information, and competing 
demands make it difficult for managers to focus. You may find yourself in a perpetual state of 
distraction as you try to juggle multiple tasks at once. But to be productive, you need to be able to 
focus your attention on just one thing and keep it there for an extended period of time. 

Overcome	distraction 
Fortunately, you can develop and strengthen your ability to control your attention. Begin by simply 
being aware of the four stages of distraction you go through every time you try to focus:  

1. You choose something to focus on, such as an action item on your to-do list. 

2. Eventually, your mind wanders. This is something that inevitably happens, no matter how 

important a task is or how involved you are. 

3. You realize that you have become distracted. 

4. At that point, you either choose to return to your original focus or decide to do something 

else.  

Repeat the process for the same and different areas of focus. At first, you will likely only notice how 
your thoughts pass through these four stages. Eventually, you will find that the pattern starts to 
change, and you tend to stay with the original focus (step 1) longer. You will soon realize that it takes 
diligence, not innate capabilities, to strengthen your ability to focus your attention. 

Avoid	multitasking 
People often boast about how good they are at multitasking. They think they are getting more done 
by juggling multiple tasks at once, but studies show that they really aren’t. When people multitask, 
their productivity actually decreases by as much as 40%. *  This is because instead of working on 
two or more things simultaneously, they are actually shifting rapidly from one task to another. The 
shift interrupts their concentration and ultimately results in lost time. 

To resist the temptation to multitask: 

• Bring your full attention to each task. Concentrate on a single task until it is finished. Then 

consciously shift to the next item on your list. 

• Work sequentially. If you are facing two important tasks, decide which one requires your 

focus first. Once you finish it, you can turn to the second one. 

• Keep your desk clear. Remove items related to tasks you aren’t working on at the moment. 

This will help you stay focused on the job at hand, rather than allowing your mind to drift to 
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another task. For example, put a new client’s folder into a drawer until you can devote your 

full attention to it. 

EDITOR'S CHOICE  
Why Branded Employee Apps Are the Future of Workplace Interaction 
What if your team had a customized app for communication, scheduling, and proprietary data? 

Read More  

Limit	interruptions 
Many companies have a culture built on open communication and teamwork. In this type of 
workplace, managers are often expected to be available to their employees and coworkers at all 
times. These environments can be exciting, but they can also be prone to constant interruptions. 

To avoid being pulled off task by interruptions: 

• Evaluate the situation. Determine if an unexpected visitor has an issue that has to be dealt 

with immediately or if it can wait. 

• Schedule the conversation. If possible, schedule another time to meet with the person. For 

example, say, “I think I can help you, but right now I’m in the middle of something. Can we 

meet about this after lunch?” 

• Refer the visitor to another appropriate person. You might say, “I can’t pull away right 

now, but check with Carlos and see if he can help. Let me know what the two of you work 

out.” 

• Use reminders. Before you break away from your work, make a note of where you are so 

you can return to that task after the interruption. 

• Establish regular “office hours.” If people frequently need your input, set up times when 

you’re available to answer questions or help solve problems; for example, every afternoon 

from 3 to 4 p.m. 

Be Present with Each Task 

Judy Ringer — Founder, Power & Presence Training 

To avoid being overwhelmed when faced with multiple priorities at once, decide what is most critical now, and 
be fully present with the task. 

Judy Ringer is the founder of Power & Presence Training and Portsmouth Aikido, where she specializes in the 
connection between aikido (a Japanese martial art) and conflict. Her workshops provide training in conflict, 
communication, and presentation skills based on mind/body principles from aikido, in which she holds a third-
degree black belt. 
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Judy is the author of “Unlikely Teachers: Finding the Hidden Gifts in Daily Conflict” and two CDs, 
“Managing Conflict in the Workplace: An Aiki Approach” and “Simple Gifts: Making the Most of Life’s Ki 
Moments.” 

An international presenter, Judy has written numerous articles on the relevance and application of the aikido 
metaphor, including articles in The Systems Thinker, The Society for Organizational Learning’s Reflections 
magazine and Aikido Today magazine. 

Judy is a graduate of Vassar College. 

The martial arts can teach us a lot about time management. I practiced a martial art called “aikido.” It’s a 
Japanese martial art that is about redirecting energy rather than resisting it. It has a practice, called “randori,” 
that has taught me a lot about managing time and managing the simultaneous events that life can throw at us. 

So here’s the practice. You’re standing alone on the mat, all by yourself. Five people come at you at once. 
Sounds like life, right? I have a meeting to prepare. I have a budget to get out. I have an assistant to hire. I have 
a 13-year-old having a birthday party this week. I have a difficult conversation to have with one of my 
colleagues. And suddenly I feel like I’m on overwhelm and I can’t deal with all of it. 

On the mat, it feels the same way. You’re standing there and you see five people starting to come at you at 
once. What do you do? 

The first principle is you can’t handle all five at once. You just can’t. You have to handle one at a time and be 
fully present with that person. You have to dispatch that person, which means in aikido to throw them. So you 
throw them, and then you’re fully present with the next. And you throw them, and you’re fully present with the 
next. 

Now, that’s the trick. That’s the practice. And that’s the joy. Because when you’re fully present, the stress goes 
away. You’re with that person. You’re with that task. You’re not thinking about five other things that need to 
happen. 

The second principle of randori is that I move toward the attackers. I don’t wait for them to hit me, right? I’m 
proactive. I seek out the first person. I see who’s maybe nearest me and I go for them. And then I go to the next 
person. And then I move toward the next person. 

And also, it takes less time. When I am there with that attacker, I can move through them into the next one 
faster than if I’m distracted by everything else that’s going on. Time is an ongoing conflict. We have to deal 
with it in a daily way and throughout our life. But if we can remember to stay present with each task, to move 
toward it, and to manage ourselves and our energy, that’s all we have to worry about. We’ve got it knocked. 
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Manage your energy *   

As a manager, your work is likely demanding. Time is a limited resource, but fortunately your 
personal energy is renewable. Create simple rituals to help you strengthen and replenish your 
resilience in four areas: physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. 

To replenish your energy in each of these areas: 

 

• Physical energy 

Take care of your physical self. 

o Get plenty of sleep.     

o Exercise several times a week.     

o Eat nutritious food and drink lots of water. 

• Emotional energy 

Cultivate positive emotions. 

o Use deep breathing to defuse negative emotions—irritability, impatience, anxiety, 
and insecurity. 

o Fuel positive emotions in yourself and others by regularly expressing appreciation to 
people. 

o Look at upsetting situations through new lenses: 

§ Use a reverse lens to ask, “What would the other people in this conflict 
say, and how might they be right?” 

§ Use a long lens to ask, “How will I likely view this situation in six 
months?” 

§ Use a wide lens to ask, “How can I grow and learn from this situation?” 

• Mental energy 

Gain control of your attention so you can focus. 

o Take short breaks throughout the day. Breaks allow your mind to rejuvenate so you 
can continue to concentrate. 

o Set aside time for thinking, planning, and worrying. 
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o Switch between high- and low-attention tasks. For example, if you spent hours on 
a detailed budget, make your next task something that requires less concentration. 

• Spiritual energy 

Define purpose in what you do. 

o Do more of the activities that fulfill you. If you enjoy writing but dislike creating 
budgets, partner with someone who has the opposite preference. 

o Allocate time and energy to what you consider most important. For example, spend 
the last 20 minutes of your evening commute relaxing, so you can connect with your 
family once you’re home. 

o Live your core values. For instance, if being considerate is important to you but 
you’re usually late for meetings, practice showing up five minutes early. 

Defeating the Midday Slump 

   

Alison Beard — Editor, Harvard Business Review, based on the work of Carolyn O'Hara. 

Follow these tips to feel more energized throughout the workday. Hint: Don't rely on caffeine. 

Presented by Alison Beard, an editor at Harvard Business Review, and based on the work of Carolyn O’Hara. 

Carolyn O’Hara is Managing Editor of the Week magazine, where she previously served as Business Editor. 
She has also worked as an economics reporter and producer for the PBS NewsHour television program, and as 
a senior editor at Foreign Policy magazine. Her work has appeared in Harvard Business Review, the New 
Republic, USA Today, Smithsonian, AARP: The Magazine, and many other publications. 

Carolyn received a Bachelor of Arts degree in political science and history from Columbia University and a 
Master of Science degree from the London School of Economics. 

Doing your best work requires focus and energy, but it’s hard to stay focused for eight hours straight. How can 
you feel more energized throughout the workday? 

Tailor your tasks to your energy. Most people are at their best in midmorning and late afternoon. Organize 
your to-do list around these peaks and valleys. 

Get up and move. Any kind of physical movement will boost your alertness and energy levels. Take a brisk 
walk around the block, climb some stairs, or stretch at your desk. 

Meditate. Mindfulness exercises are a great way to engage in restoration during the day. 

Don’t rely on caffeine. Rather than giving you more energy, coffee masks the effects of low energy levels. Use 
it strategically, instead of as a crutch. 

Get more sleep. Studies have shown that being sleep deprived has the same impact on your brain as a couple of 
glasses of wine. The best way to improve your brain’s performance is to simply get more rest. 
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Balance work and personal time 

If your work life infringes on your personal life, you’re not alone. Demanding and engaging jobs 
consume time and energy. Mobile communication devices make it easy to return work-related 
messages during off hours. Many managers feel they have little time to get together with friends and 
family, fulfill community commitments, and explore personal interests. 

To keep your work and personal goals in balance, follow a process similar to the one you use to 
manage your time at work: 

1. Clarify your personal goals. Do you want to learn to play the violin? Or master Italian 

cooking? Identify the goals that would be most fulfilling for you and then make them a 

priority. 

2. Identify the tasks you must complete. If your goal is to master Italian cooking, research and 

sign up for a class. Or if your goal is to get to three of your child’s soccer games, figure out 

what you need to do to leave the office early on those days. 

3. Schedule your tasks and goals. Add the Italian cooking class to your schedule so nothing 

else can get booked in that slot. If you don’t have enough open space on your calendar, create 

an activity log for your personal time. Analyze your log to see if you’re wasting time on 

activities that don’t support your highest personal goals. 

Dinner at Six 

   

Allison Rimm — President and CEO, Alison Rimm and Associates 

Setting daily goals can help you to manage a demanding schedule. 

Allison Rimm is an author, consultant, coach, and award-winning educator who helps individuals and 
organizational leaders create visions, practical plans, set goals and use proven tools to achieve success. She 
helms Allison Rimm & Associates, where she takes clients through a strategic planning process of developing 
leadership qualities and setting meaningful goals. Her Business of Life workshops set participants on an 
organized path to self-discovery, balance and confidence. In her book "The Joy of Strategy: A Business Plan 
for Life," Allison presents eight practical steps that can be used to enhance performance and create committed, 
mission driven teams. Allison is a regular contributor to Harvard Business Review. 

Previously, Allison was the Senior Vice President of Strategic Planning and Information Management at 
Massachusetts General Hospital. 

Allison received her BS in zoology from University of Massachusetts, Amherst, and her MS in policy and 
management from Harvard School of Public Health. 

Without a doubt, one of the greatest challenges my colleagues and clients come to me with is time 
management. Everybody today is so busy and trying to cram so much into their day, and they are having a hard 
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time getting it all done. So I take them back to my strategic planning framework because, after all, failing to 
plan is planning to fail. What I have my people do—and I do it myself—is every day in the morning take some 
time out to say, “What is my mission for today? What do I want to accomplish?” And I set aside a time every 
morning when I’m doing my swim to think, “What are the three or four big things that I want to get done today 
and that are nonnegotiable?” And everything else that comes my way needs to be put aside until those things 
are accomplished. 

I had one physician take a course—my Business of Life course—and this became a big issue for her. So I 
worked with her in the course and a bit afterward to figure out what she could do. And I said, “What are your 
goals?” She said, “I need to see my patients but the demands of clinical documentation and all of the 
paperwork are getting so great that it is really sucking the joy out of my day. And I’m not getting home to see 
my family. It is just not OK.” 

So we set goals for her that she was going to get home by 6 o’clock to be with her family every day, no matter 
what. So we looked at what she herself had to accomplish. She had to see her own patients. She had to write up 
what happened in those visits. So we set that aside as that’s something she is going to do. And we looked at 
how she could do that more efficiently, and we signed her up for classes to learn how to use electronic medical 
records more efficiently. That bought her some time. 

Then we looked at some other things that she was doing that other people could do and what she could 
delegate. So filling out camp forms and school forms and writing letters of recommendation were things that 
she could delegate to some other people. Some things she discovered didn’t need to be done at all. So they just 
came off her list. 

And as we did some diagnosis and treatment for her, we looked at her calendar and how she was actually 
spending her day. And we discovered that she was an email addict, as many people we know are. So to deal 
with that problem, we had her turn off the sound on her computer so she didn’t get an alert every time they 
came in and felt compelled to go and answer them. 

We had her schedule email time, so she had a little time in the morning and half an hour in the afternoon. She 
had to hold herself to that and go cold turkey the rest of the day. That allowed her to stay on point and on task 
to get much more efficient. And in those rare moments where she couldn’t get her work done by 6 o’clock, she 
still went home, had dinner with her family, and—after her child went to bed—completed that work, but really 
tried to hold that to a minimum. 

A couple of years later, I was delighted to see her at a party, and she was so thrilled that the things that she had 
learned were so successful that she and her husband had agreed they would have a second child. And they have 
been making sure that they continue their tradition of having dinner at 6 o’clock every night. 

FROM THE COLLECTION  

The Focused Leader 
A primary task of leadership is to direct attention. To do so, leaders must learn to focus their own 
attention inward, outward, and on others. 
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Develop new habits 

Simply recognizing that you struggle with time management isn’t a solution. To correct the problem, 
you’ll need to develop new habits. You form these by repeatedly practicing a new, more effective 
behavior. 

Start by changing one thing. For example, at the end of the workday, you might make a point of 
spending 15 minutes organizing your desk. Or at the end of the week, you might regularly schedule 
two hours to take care of tasks you didn’t get to during the week. By committing to these kinds of 
actions, you begin to develop new routines and habits. 

If the change doesn’t seem to be working, keep trying new things until you find something that does. 
When you do succeed in making a change, acknowledge your success—and then work on changing 
something else. It’s a slow—but ultimately rewarding—process that requires persistence and 
patience. 

To improve her time management, Sabrina decided to respond to emails right after lunch each day. But she 
was never sure how much time she would need, because the volume of email varied. Sabrina eventually 
decided that she would schedule 15 minutes for answering email midmorning and 15 minutes in the late 
afternoon. She would respond to the most important emails first and, if necessary, address less important ones 
at another time. 

Create	rituals 
The key to making lasting change is to make your new habit a ritual—something you automatically 
do at a specific time. Eventually, these behaviors will require less energy and thought than they 
previously did. An example of a ritual is brushing your teeth before going to bed. You probably don’t 
even think about it—you just do it. Examples of good time management rituals include: 

• Accomplishing one key task first thing in the morning 

• Turning off your cell phone before you go into a meeting 

• Choosing to take the stairs instead of the elevator 

Decide what behavior you want to change, design a ritual that will support the new behavior, and 
then discipline yourself to do it. Eventually, the behavior will become automatic. 

Develop Productivity Rituals 

Tony Schwartz — President and CEO, The Energy Project 

Develop automatic daily routines to supercharge your efficiency. 

Tony Schwartz is President and CEO of The Energy Project, a company that energizes people and companies, 
fueling engagement, productivity, and innovation by harnessing the science of high performance. His 
company’s program, peoplefuel, teaches people to perform more sustainably at the highest level by more 
effectively managing their energy across four dimensions: physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual. He is a 
frequent contributor to the Harvard Business Review and is one of HBR.org’s most popular bloggers. 
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Tony has delivered keynotes to audiences around the world and has worked with leaders at dozens of 
organizations, including Google, Sony, Ford, Apple, Wells Fargo, Ernst & Young, Intel, Oracle, and Kraft, as 
well as the Los Angeles Police Department, the Cleveland Clinic, and the National Security Agency. 

His most recent book, “Be Excellent at Anything: The Four Keys to Transforming the Way We Work and 
Live,” offers individuals, leaders, and organizations a highly practical, proven set of strategies to better manage 
the relentlessly rising demands we all face in an increasingly complex world.  

Tony holds a Bachelor of Arts in American Studies from the University of Michigan. 

How can I possibly get a full night’s sleep when there’s so many things to do at work and at home? How do 
you expect me to exercise if I’m at the office early in the morning and I’m exhausted by the time I get home in 
the evening? How can I possibly keep up with 100 or 200 emails every day? When is there time to think 
reflectively and strategically and imaginatively?  

These are the sorts of plaintive questions that I’m asked over and over again when I give talks at companies or 
conferences, or in schools and hospitals, or at government agencies. Because everyone I meet these days feels 
pulled in more directions than ever. We’re expected to work longer hours. We’re asked to get more done, often 
with fewer resources.  

But nonetheless, I invariably run across a handful of people who are getting things done—including the 
important stuff—and still managing to have a life. What have they figured out that the rest of us have not?  

The real secret to getting things done is to make them more automatic, so they require less energy. That’s why 
we advise the clients we work with to develop something called “rituals.” These are highly specific behaviors 
done at precise times, so that they eventually become automatic, and no longer require conscious will or 
discipline, and therefore don’t deplete your energy reservoir.  

So here are the rituals that have made the biggest difference in my own life.  

First, I keep a specific bedtime at night, so that I get at least eight hours of sleep. Nothing is more fundamental 
or more critical to the way I feel every day. If I’m flying somewhere and I know I’ll arrive too late to get my 
eight hours, I make it a priority to make up those hours by sleeping on the plane.  

Second, I start my day by focusing on whatever I’ve decided the night before is the most important activity I 
can accomplish that day. I force myself to prioritize, so I know that I’ll finish at least that one critical task 
during the period of the day when I have the most energy and the fewest distractions.  

Third, I write down any idea or task that occurs to me over the course of the day. Keeping a list like this means 
I don’t have to walk around feeling preoccupied by things I need to remember.  

Fourth, I question myself any time that I feel triggered by someone or something. I ask myself, “What’s the 
story that I’m telling?” And, “How can I tell a more hopeful and empowering story about this same set of 
facts?”  

Now, obviously, I’m human and I’m fallible like all of us, so I don’t succeed at every one of these every day. 
But when I do miss one of them, I find that I always pay a price. And I feel even more pulled to get that one 
done the next day. A ritual consciously created is an expression of fierce intention. Nothing less will do in 
these demanding and complex times if you’re truly determined to take back control of your life. 

Use	“if-then”	planning 
Sometimes you may have difficulty changing your behavior. One way to make your actions more 
predictable is through “if-then” planning. 

In “if-then” planning, you decide in advance when and where you will take specific actions to reach 
your goal. You plan that, if a certain trigger happens, then you will take a predetermined action. For 
example, “If it is 4 p.m., then I will return phone calls.” 
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By triggering a new behavior in this way, you can increase your chances of success by roughly 
300%. *  Because you’ve already decided exactly what you need to do in this situation, you can 
execute the plan without having to consciously think about it. 

Some examples of “if-then” planning include: 

• If I run into colleagues at the coffee machine, then I will chat with them for five minutes and 

head back to work. 

• If it is Friday, then I will finish my expense report before the end of the day. 

• If I haven’t returned important calls before my morning meeting, then I will make it my top 

priority when I return. 

EDITOR'S CHOICE  
A Psychologist Explains the Strategy for Programming Your Brain to Achieve Any 
Goal 

Learn how your brain can “automate” effective actions. 

Read More  

Build	in	rewards 
Sometimes you may need extra motivation to complete items on your to-do list. This is especially 
true for work that’s tedious—like recording billable hours—or emotionally or mentally taxing—like 
dealing with angry clients or writing complex reports. In these cases, you may want to create 
additional incentives to address your to-dos. 

To set up a reward system: 

• For complex projects, build in rewards for when you reach certain milestones. For example, 

if you are working on a long report or calculating a budget for a large project, allow yourself 

to grab a cup of coffee after you complete the first three sections. 

• For small tasks, build in rewards for finishing several of them. For example, for every six 

emails you return, reward yourself with a short break. 

Because everyone is different, make a list of incentives that you find motivating. You may find 
enjoyment in reading the latest trade magazine, whereas someone else may be motivated by the 
promise of a 10-minute walk. You’ll know your reward system is working when your to-do list no 
longer includes tasks you’ve been avoiding for weeks. 

Use the following activity to practice applying the concepts from this Lesson to your situation. 
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Start a new ritual 

One approach to developing new time management habits is through creating new rituals. Use this 
activity to create a ritual to change a negative habit into a positive one.  

1. Think of a single change in behavior that would help you manage your time better. Describe 

the current habit. What do you do now? For example, you routinely come to work on Monday 

morning to find tasks left over from the week before. You have a habit of leaving unfinished 

tasks to deal with on Monday, and you want to change that behavior.  

 

 

 

2. Now describe what you would like to do instead. How could you turn the current habit into a 

new one? For example, you might decide you want to develop a habit of attending to 

unfinished tasks on Friday instead. You decide to regularly schedule time to take care of 

unfinished tasks before the weekend. 

 

 

 

3. How could you create a ritual out of the new, desired habit—that is, turn the new habit into 

something you automatically do at a specific time or in a certain situation? You decide to 

allow two hours every Friday at the end of the day to deal with any unfinished tasks that have 

piled up during the week. You might think of this as my "tie up loose ends" routine. 
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4. How could you apply “if-then” planning to the new ritual? That is, decide in advance “if” 

certain things happen, “then” you will do something else. For example, if it’s 3:00 p.m. on 

Friday, then I stop what I’m doing and settle down to tie up loose ends.  

 

 

 

5. How might you reward yourself when you carry out the new ritual? For example, you might 

add a reward to look forward to, such as a cup of coffee: Friday at 3:00 p.m., I stop what I’m 

doing, get a cup of coffee, and then settle down to tie up loose ends.  
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Reflect 

Reflecting on your learning helps you apply relevant concepts to your job. 

1. What new insights do you have that could benefit you or others in your workplace? 

Your entry here will be a reference point for you in the On-the-Job section of this topic.  

 

 

 

2. What are your biggest opportunities for applying concepts from this Lesson in your 

workplace? 

Your entry here will be a reference point for you in the On-the-Job section of this topic.  

 

 

 

 


