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Three major reasons our 
days deviate from our 
intentions:

‣ External distractions  
(meetings, phone calls, emails, etc.)

‣ Internal distractions  
(self-inflicted interruptions caused by a wandering mind)

‣ Cognitive biases or blindspots that prevent us from investing 
our time wisely.

To state the obvious: 
There are many reasons 
why our days can go awry, 
even if we’ve slept well 
and executed our morning 
routine.
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The 3 key blindspots

‣ Given a choice between an important thing that is hard and a trivial thing that 
is easy, our natural preference is to do the easy thing.

‣ Unless we are very careful, our inclination is to invest our time doing things 
that are easy – not things that are important.

‣ The more stressful things get, the more we succumb to this tendency.

The Completion Bias

‣ Multitasking is appealing because it fulfills our craving for novelty.

‣ In the past, identifying something new in your environment and learning 
more about it was immensely beneficial. 

‣ In the modern workplace, multitasking shrinks IQ by 10 points, costs people 
30% more time, and causes them to make twice the number of mistakes.

Multitasking feels productive but isn’t.

‣ We tend to confuse effort with productivity.

‣ However, feeling productive and being productive are not the same thing.

‣ Just because something is hard to do or effortful does not automatically 
mean it is worth doing.

The Effort Trap:
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Research shows  
that our cognitive 
functioning fluctuates 
throughout the day 

‣ You can optimize your performance by calibrating your 
activities to your energy level.

‣ During high-potential hours, when you are at your peak, do 
work that involves focus, learning, planning, or emotionally 
strenuous work.

‣ During low-energy hours, do work that is less effortful, like 
physical tasks or administrative work.

‣ You can also use this time effectively by doing creative work. 

The reason these hours are ideal for creative work is because when 
we’re tired, we have a harder time filtering out ideas that, on the surface, 
appear irrelevant. Seemingly irrelevant ideas often contain the seed for 
creative breakthroughs.
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While most people recognize that multitasking is 
counterproductive, an equally pernicious problem that 
doesn’t get nearly enough attention is task switching.

‣ When we switch from one task to another, our attention doesn’t 
immediately follow. 

‣ Studies indicate that your thinking is always influenced not just by 
your present, but also by your recent past, due to a process known as 
attentional residue.

Ideas for protecting your 
high potential hours:

‣ Never, ever, ever agree to low-value activities during  
high-potential hours.

‣ Block out high potential hours on your schedule - having that time 
reserved on your calendar will remind you of your commitment to 
yourself and prevent you from freely offering this time for a meeting 
or a phone call.

‣ Make yourself inaccessible during high-potential hours by: 

– Closing the door
– If you have no door, reserve a conference room
– Working from home
– Going to a coffee shop or library
– Putting on your headphones (as a signal to others)

‣ Save meetings and phone calls for hours when you’re relatively 
depleted. Being around others will naturally raise your energy level.
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An effective strategy for minimizing 
task switching involves batching 
similar activities into groups, and 
then doing them in sequential order.

Activities that can 
be batched over the 
course of the day 
include: 

Activities that can 
be batched once a 
week or once a 
month include: 

Activities that can 
be batched at home 
include:

‣ Meetings

‣ Phone calls

‣ Emails

‣ Writing tasks

‣ Reading tasks

‣ Analyses 

‣ Social media

‣ Idea generation

‣ Administrative tasks

‣ Pay bills

‣ Sales calls

‣ Blog writing

‣ Review newsletter 
subscriptions

‣ Set up meetings with 
potential clients

‣ Laundry

‣ Cleaning 

‣ Shopping 

‣ Cooking

‣ Errands
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The average worker 
spends 6 hours a day 
on email.

‣ Recent studies indicate that checking email just 3 times a day 
reduces stress as much as learning relaxation techniques, 
and makes people 20% faster at responding to emails.

‣ Additional benefits to infrequent email checking include 
receiving less email overall, and earning people’s respect  
for your self-discipline

The ideal email checking 
frequency varies by a 
person’s career level.

‣ Entry level -- every 25 min

‣ Manager/Client facing -- every 55 min

‣ Entrepreneur/CEO -- 3 times a day

A few benchmarks:
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Suggestions to 
minimize external 
distractions:

‣ Turn off all notifications on your computer

‣ Keep your smartphone out of your line of vision

‣ Set your phone to Do Not Disturb (which allows your phone to accept calls 
only from contacts on your favorites list)

‣ Block out sounds with noise-cancelling headphones

‣ Make distractions harder to access with internet-blocking apps

‣ Use different browsers for business and personal

Suggestions for 
dealing with internal 
distractions:

‣ Work with a pad and pen nearby

‣ Write down that distraction so that you remember to do it later

‣ After completing your task, transfer your note into your Capture List (for work-
related tasks) or a list-keeping app

‣ Once you have a dedicated place for saving ideas, you’ll be amazed at how 
quickly those internal distractions go away, because you’re confident that you 
can find them when you’re ready
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Tips for 
mastering 
emails

For more tips on managing your email, take a look at... 
Your Email Cheatsheet

‣ Pause your email

‣ Translate emails into tasks

‣ Shift your mindset from asking “is this interesting” to “what is the next action?”

‣ Process your email with your Capture List 

‣ Consider working with two monitors

‣ Have somewhere to store entertainment for later

‣ Use different email addresses for different areas of your life

‣ Save frequently written emails as “canned responses”

‣ Avoid scheduling hassles by using a scheduling app

‣ Avoid using your smartphone for emails longer than 3 lines

‣ Take sensitive topics off email; use phone or live meetings

http://thepeakperformanceformula.com/s/PPF_Your-Email-Cheatsheet.pdf
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How to decide whether a 
meeting is worth attending

‣ Run a Priority Check, but instead of asking whether this 
task will help you achieve your long-term objective, ask 
whether this meeting will help you achieve your long-term 
objective.

‣ Pretend the meeting is scheduled for tomorrow. Do you 
still want to participate? Would you cancel some of the 
obligations on your schedule in order to attend?

‣ Practice “cancel-elation.” Imagine that you’ve agreed, 
only to later find out that the meeting was cancelled. Are 
you relieved? If so, you should probably pass.

To stay focused 
throughout the day, 
you need to get good 
at saying no, without 
damaging your 
relationships
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How to minimize your time 
investment in internal meetings

‣ Ask for an agenda.

‣ When appropriate, explain why you’re too busy to attend 
and send a few bullet points that provide your input.

‣ Send an email to the meeting organizer asking if you 
can address the topic you want to contribute to at the 
start of the meeting (so you can leave right after).

Three strategies for saying no 
without saying “no”

‣ Delay – Instead of saying no, postpone for a time that is 
more convenient for you. For example, when a 
colleague comes to your desk and asks, “Do you have a 
second?” you can say, “Sure. Can I come find you in 20 
minutes?”

‣ Divert – Introduce the requester to another person who 
can solve their problem, without you needing to be 
involved.

‣ Shrink – Shorten the time investment involved, so you 
can get in and get out as quickly as possible.
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The value of conducting 
a weekly review

‣ The weekly review is a time to step back and review the 
week that ended, as well as look ahead to the coming week.

‣ It ensures that you are allocating your time to tasks that will 
help you reach your long term priorities.

‣ If you don’t plan before your week begins, it’s hard not to 
get swept up in a wave of activities.

‣ During your weekly review, you have 3 objectives:

– Clear out notes and emails
– Review your “Capture List”
– Place tasks you want to achieve on your calendar


