
 

Introduction 

Welcome to Own Your Workday. I am so glad you made the decision to 
join this program. 

Over the next 8 modules, you’re going to learn how to apply a variety of 
science-based strategies for taking control of your schedule in a way that 
optimizes your performance.  

You’re about to discover how to multiply your productivity by 
calibrating your tasks to your energy level. You’ll learn the secret to 
staying focused for hours at a time. And you’ll gain a powerful set of 
tools for saying no to others in a way that doesn’t just get you out of 
things you don’t want to do -- it actually elevates their opinion of you. 

Best of all, the strategies we cover in this program don’t require more 
effort. Quite the contrary. All of the techniques you’re about to learn are 
designed to make work easier, by teaching you how to work in a way 
that’s aligned with the way your body was built to operate. 

It all starts with identifying the precise hours when you’re naturally at 
your best, which is the focus of our first exercise. 

When you enrolled in this program, I sent you a worksheet called Track 
Your Energy. That exercise will help us assess the way your alertness and 
concentration fluctuates over the course of a typical day.  

Some people are best in the early morning, while others are sharpest in 
the late afternoon. The Track Your Energy worksheet will give us a 
snapshot of the way you feel at different points in the day, over 3 days.  
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Now, I know that not everyone enjoys doing interactive exercises. But 
this activity is different, and it is worth doing. I can’t tell you how many 
emails I’ve received from students who tell me that just doing the 
exercise gave them a level of understanding they didn’t have before. 

As you’ll discover in this program, knowing when you’re at your best is 
the first step to taking control of your schedule. 

So when you’re ready, do the exercise and send me your completed 
worksheet so that my team and I can get you your personalized results to 
help you use your hours intelligently. 

And with that, we’re ready to begin the course.  

Our first video focuses on why our days so often go awry. You’re about 
to learn about the mental blindspots that sabotage your day, and how to 
avoid them. 

I’ll see you in the first lesson. 

Part 1: Why scheduling often fails 

I want to begin by telling you about one of my favorite novels. It’s a 
book called Replay by Ken Grimwood. It’s not an especially popular 
book, but one that is bound to become a blockbuster film in the future. 
For those of you who have seen Groundhog’s Day, this was the book 
that inspired it.  

It’s the story of a 43 year old man who, in the opening scene of the 
book, experiences a massive heart attack and dies. He then opens his eyes 
and finds himself back in his college dorm room, 20 years earlier. 
He’s back to his younger self, and he gets to relive his life from that 
moment forward, until he reaches old age and dies again, only to have to 
start over, back in college, having to do it all again. In the process, he 
discovers how even the most minor choices have a reverberating effect 
over the course of his life, reshaping it into something completely 
different.  

We’re going to do our own version of Replay today to examine how 
many of our seemingly trivial decisions shape our experience in ways we 

 2



don’t fully anticipate. And since we can’t relive our personal lives, let’s 
use the example of Katey, a 33 year old executive who lives in NYC. 

Katey is just like everyone here. She’s smart, ambitious, and she knows 
she has a lot of potential. Every day, she leaves home in the morning 
determined to spend a majority of her day producing outstanding work. 
But then, reality sets in. 

She arrives at her desk to find her voice mail blinking and her inbox 
bursting. A colleague stops by to chat about the weekend, and then 
another and another. Katey then gets corralled into meetings and client 
calls she’s not sure she needs to be part of. And before she knows it, it’s 
lunch time and she hasn’t gotten a single valuable thing done. 
Reluctantly, she orders a salad and eats quietly at her desk, scanning her 
emails.  

Finally, at 2pm, she has an hour clear on her calendar before her next 
meeting, but she can barely get any work done because her focus is fried, 
so she heads over to CNN and the NYTimes to catch up on the news. 
After her afternoon meetings, Katey retreats to her desk and answers a 
few emails. Feeling guilty, she desperately wants to do more work, but 
it’s late and she knows she’s not at her best. If she stays any longer she’ll 
disappoint her friends who are waiting for her at the gym. Defeated, she 
puts on her jacket and heads home, hoping tomorrow will be better. 

Now, needless to say, this was not a productive day for Katey. If she got 
to Replay her day, what should she have done differently? Should she 
have ignored those voicemails? Brushed off her colleagues? Skipped her 
client meetings? 

It’s worth noting that in Katey’s case, the problem is not her intentions. 
Here’s how Katey planned to spend her day. Her intentions were fine – 
where Katey’s day went wrong is in the execution. If at the end of the 
day, Katey were to review how her time was actually spent, here is what 
she’d find. There’s a disconnect between what she planned to do and 
what she actually did. 

This is an experience I bet just about everyone here can relate to. How 
many times have you arrived at the office with the best of intentions, 
only to slink back home wondering where your day went? 

So why does this happen? Let’s set Katey aside for a moment and focus 
on you. When you think about days that you’ve had that have seemingly 

 3



disappeared, like Katey’s, what are the biggest culprits for you? Take a 
moment to reflect on, this because it’s important. Why do your days go 
off course? 

There are a variety of reasons why our days can go awry, even if we’ve 
slept well and executed our morning routine. And if we were to 
systematically categorize them, here are the 3 culprits that would show 
up most often. 

The first is external distractions – these are interruptions that come from 
our environment, things like phone calls and emails. There’s also 
meetings and presentations that we’re asked to attend. And, of course, 
there’s other people popping in to say hello, or ask a quick question -- all 
of which prevent us from doing work with lasting impact. 

Then, there are internal distractions. Unlike external distractions, these 
are self-inflicted interruptions caused by a wandering mind. It’s what 
happens when, instead of doing focused work, you suddenly remember 
to order new razors on Amazon, or experience the urge to look up the 
final score of last night’s baseball game, or randomly remember that 
funny video your friend was telling you about at the bar. 

When we think of distraction, we often assume that our devices and the 
internet are the problem. But if we’re honest, the impulse originates with 
us. 

And then there’s a third category of productivity killers that not a lot of 
people know about. These are comprised of a series of cognitive biases. 
Cognitive biases are a fancy way of describing mental blind spots that 
prevent us from recognizing how to use our time more effectively. I want 
to begin with these, because while we all instantly recognize that external 
and internal distractions are not helpful, appreciating that our brain is 
actually working against us and undermining us is hugely important 
when it comes to understanding why so many of us don’t achieve 
satisfying results. 

I’m going to tell you about some of these blind spots now. But first, I 
want to warn you that this might get a little uncomfortable. There’s a 
good chance you’re going to find yourself cringing just a little in 
recognition that you too have fallen for these. Rest assured: You’re not 
alone. We’ve ALL fallen for these at one time or another, including me. 
The good news is that just knowing about these is going to help you 
avoid getting duped again in the future.  
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The first blind spot is the completion bias. The completion bias will be 
familiar to you if you’ve ever found yourself having completed 
something that you thought was on your To-Do list but wasn’t. 
But instead of simply moving on to the next item on the list, you 
actually take a second to write down the task you completed, just so you 
can cross it off. Does that sound familiar? 

Why do we do this? Because we love that sense of accomplishment. 
What the completion bias says is that human beings can’t help but derive 
enjoyment from completing things. Checking a box or crossing an item 
off your list feels good. And given a choice between an important thing 
that is hard (like writing the great American novel) and a trivial thing 
that is easy (picking up toilet paper at Target), our natural preference is 
to do the easy thing, even though it is unimportant, because it will get us 
a check mark more quickly. 

To be clear: It’s not because we’re lazy. It’s because evolution has 
programmed us to maximize pleasure while expending the least amount 
of energy possible. The completion bias explains why we prefer to 
respond to email instead of working on projects that get us promoted. 
Sending an email takes 2 minutes. Crafting a presentation, on the other 
hand, takes 2 days. 

This is a huge problem because our inclination, unless we are very 
careful, is to invest our time doing things that are easy – not things that 
are important. And the more stressful things get, the more easily we 
succumb to this tendency. We want quick wins, even when in the final 
analysis, quick wins hardly ever lead us to lasting success.  

The second blind spot is the seductive nature of multitasking.To the 
human brain, multitasking is the equivalent of a potato chip. What 
makes potato chips delicious is that they are loaded with salt, sugar, and 
fat – 3 ingredients that are relatively difficult to find in the natural world 
and tend to be nutritious. 
In the wild, finding a food that tastes salty, sweet or fatty generally 
meant you were eating something nourishing, that would help you stay 
alive. Of course, potato chips are not particularly nutritious, but we 
enjoy eating them because they artificially leverage elements that appeal 
to our ancient brains.  

The same can be said for multitasking. The reason multitasking is 
appealing is that it fulfills our craving for novelty. When we turn our 
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attention to something new, our brains receive a squirt of dopamine, 
which is instantly pleasurable. In the past, finding something new in 
your environment and learning more about it was immensely beneficial. 
But today, we’re artificially surrounded by novelty, and our prefrontal 
cortex is easily seduced by that new information. 

Needless to say, multitasking is not an effective strategy for getting 
things done. Studies out of Gresham College in London show that we’re 
about as effective working while multitasking as we are under the 
influence of marijuana. Our IQ shrinks by 10 points. A more recent 
study out of Vanderbilt University found that multitasking doesn’t just 
make us dumber – it makes us slower. On average, it takes people 30% 
longer to finish their work. Even worse, while they’re working slower, 
they also make twice the number of errors.  

It’s worth noting that the phrase multitasking originated in the world of 
computing. Computers, as we all know, can run multiple applications 
simultaneously. The human brain, unfortunately, cannot. Instead, what 
we really do when we’re “multitasking,” is rapidly switch our attention 
back and forth between different tasks. And ironically, studies 
demonstrate quite clearly that the people who think they excel at 
multitasking are actually the worst at it. 

Which raises an obvious question: If multitasking is so ineffective, why 
does it feel so productive? Here again, the culprit is a mental blindspot. 
When toggling back and forth between activities, it feels as if more is 
happening, and therefore more is getting done. 

But that’s an illusion. More often, the time we lose reorienting ourselves 
after switching from one task to another costs us more time in the long 
run. And what makes multitasking especially dangerous is that the more 
we do it, the harder it becomes to resist. In other words, multitasking is 
contagious from one activity to another. It’s because by multitasking, 
you’re training your mind to expect constant novelty, which makes it 
difficult to concentrate on one thing at a time. Even a little bit of 
multitasking can contaminate the way you think for hours.  

Now, to be fair, there are times when you can multitask effectively. For 
example, you can jog and generate new ideas. Or, you can do the dishes 
and listen to a podcast. The key difference here that distinguishes 
effective multitasking from counterproductive multitasking is that 
effective multitasking blends physical activities with mental activities. It’s 
when we try to mix 2 mental activities together that we get in trouble. 
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Which brings us to the third blindspot, which is something writer Oliver 
Burkeman refers to as the Effort Trap. The Effort Trap is the idea that 
we tend to confuse effort with productivity. Rushing from meeting to 
meeting, working 12 hour days, responding to emails throughout our 
commute, we arrive home feeling like we’ve invested a great deal of 
ourselves in our work. And that feeling is satisfying. You feel like a 
needed, useful, respected member of society. 

But sadly, that satisfaction is often hollow. Because the truth is that 
feeling productive and being productive are not the same thing. Just 
because something is hard to do or requires a lot of effort, that does not 
automatically mean it is worth doing. [I’m going to say that again 
because I think it’s so important: Just because something is hard to do, 
that does not mean it is worth doing]. And, if at the end of the day, you 
equate how tired you feel with how productive you were, you’re going to 
be deceived. 

For the rest in this module, we’re going to go over strategies that help us 
steer clear of these cognitive biases, and empower us to maximize our 
impact in ways that are not self-deluding. And it all starts with the power 
of calibrating our tasks to our energy level. We’ll discuss that in the next 
video. 

Part 2: The Power of Calibrating Tasks to Energy Levels 

The first strategy we’re going to discuss has to do with working in ways 
that are consistent with your energy levels. One of the first exercises we 
invited you to do as part of this program was an Energy Tracker. That 
Energy Tracker was designed to help you identify fluctuations in your 
energy level throughout that day. 

Here’s my energy tracker, and as you’ll see, 9 to 11 in the morning is 
when I’m at my best. And if you’re a morning person like me, you’ve 
probably noticed that the person you are mid-day is not the same person 
who arrived first thing in the morning. Later in the day, it often feels like 
we’re moving at a fraction of our morning pace. That’s not an 
illusion. Research shows our cognitive functioning fluctuates throughout 
the day. On average, people are considerably worse at absorbing new 
information, planning ahead and resisting distractions as the day 
progresses. 
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Now, to be clear, we don’t all follow identical patterns. While most of us 
do our best work in the morning, others are night owls who are more 
productive later in the day. That’s neither a good nor a bad thing. Night 
owls are just as successful as early birds. 

The reason this happens is biological. It’s not personal preference or lack 
of motivation. We all have a distinct gene that influences our 
chronotype. And that gene affects our alertness over the course of the day 
by tinkering with our hormone production, brain wave activities, and 
body temperature. Each of these factors is directly tied to our physical 
and cognitive abilities. So, if you’re a morning person, you can get a lot 
more done in the hours after waking, and if you’re a night owl, you truly 
are more effective in the afternoon and evening. 

Interestingly, it’s not just intellectual abilities that vary by time of day. 
It’s also decision-making and self-control. We tend to make poorer, less 
ethical decisions when we’re tired. This is why casinos, bars, and strip 
joints are not particularly profitable during daytime hours. But when 
most of us are exhausted -- that’s when they thrive. 

Once you recognize that your effectiveness varies over the course of the 
day, you realize fairly quickly that the best way to schedule is to take 
these natural energy fluctuations into account. How? By calibrating your 
activities to the right time of day.  

In the Energy Tracker analysis I sent you, we identified your “high-
potential” hours. These are your peak performance hours -- the hours 
when you are naturally at your sharpest and most alert; it’s when your 
working memory, concentration, and focus are firing at full-speed. 

So what should you do with high-potential hours? That’s when you do 
your most important tasks 
It’s the perfect time to do work that involves focus and concentration - 
anything that requires you to maintain your attention on one thing in an 
extended way (like learning). High-potential hours are also when our 
self-control is at its peak. That means if you need to have a difficult 
conversation or do an emotionally difficult task, high-potential hours are 
an excellent time for doing so 

Now, keep in mind, high potential hours are extremely limited. Most of 
us have between 2-3 hours, and that’s it. So, if you’re a morning person, 
that means your high-potential hours start about 1 hour after you wake 
up, and last until about an hour before lunch. For most early birds, the 
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ability to focus typically starts to wane shortly thereafter. That explains 
why early birds are easily distracted between 12:00pm and 4:00pm. 

So, what are you supposed to do between 12-4? Wait? Well it turns out, 
low energy hours are valuable too - they just need to be used differently.  

One obvious approach is to use that time to do tasks that need doing, 
but don’t require top performance. I’m referring to less demanding tasks 
like filling out applications and expense reports. You can also reserve 
physical tasks like delivering folders or picking up groceries for this time. 

But, that’s not all you’re limited to. Because low-energy hours are also 
when you tend to do well at creative tasks, like brainstorming or finding 
unusual insights. 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. But what might appear to be irrelevant 
on the surface can often contain the seed for a creative breakthrough. 
And recent studies confirm that we are, in fact, more creative when our 
energy is lower. 

So to sum up, we work differently at different times of day, and that 
insight has enormous implications for achieving top performance. Let’s 
unpack that now, and talk about ways you can leverage that insight to 
optimize your schedule. 

The first implication has to do with the limited nature of high-
performance hours. If you’re lucky, you have about 3 high-performance 
hours per day. That means you should never, ever, ever agree to low-
value activities during high-potential hours. To the best of your ability, 
prevent this from happening. 
Reserve your high-potential hours for high-value activities. In a few 
minutes, we’ll talk about strategies for protecting your best hours, but for 
now, I want to begin by emphasizing how critical it is to avoid allowing 
your best hours to be taken away from you. 

Remember our friend, Katey? How did her day start? With voicemails 
and colleagues and meetings. While these activities have some value, they 
don’t require focused attention. Later on, when Katey intended to do 
high-focus work, she couldn’t pull it off. And no wonder. She was trying 
to do high-energy work when her energy was depleted. Katey squandered 
her best hours – don’t let the same thing happen to you. 
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Here’s the second implication: Not all hours are created equal. Some 
hours are simply more valuable than others. If you’re an early bird, then 
from a productivity standpoint, an hour in the morning could be worth 
two or three times as much to you as an hour in the afternoon. That 
means that if your dentist or mechanic or handyman has an opening at 
9am or 3pm, you beg him to give you the 3pm appointment. 
If you take the 9am appointment, it’s as if you are agreeing to a full 2-3 
hour slot in the afternoon. 

And, if you’re a night owl – it’s the reverse. To you, an hour in the 
afternoon is twice as valuable as an hour in the morning. You beg your 
dentist to give you that 9am appointment so that you can save your best 
hours for work that requires thinking. Remember the cautionary tale of 
Katey: Once you squander your best hours, you can’t get them back. 

Ok, so now that we know the value of high-performance hours, what can 
we do to ensure that they are put to good use? Let me share some 
recommendations. Here’s the first: Block out high potential hours on 
your calendar. Make an appointment with yourself, and literally place it 
on your calendar. If you know how you want to spend that time, it’s a 
good idea to get specific and put down (9:00 – 11:00 Draft report, or 
write presentation). 

But even if you’re not sure how you’ll spend the time just yet, it’s still a 
good idea to block it off. It’s because 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. So if 
you’re talking with a client and the client says, “Can we circle back on 
Monday at 10?” instead of seeing nothing on your calendar and saying 
“Sure,” you’re reminded of your commitment. If you work with a team, 
this is especially important to do. 

Writer Kevin Kruse brings up a great analogy: If you ask most people 
which is more valuable -- Time or Money -- they’ll instantly say time. 
It’s because no matter how much you have in the bank, you can never 
get time back. And yet, despite the fact that we can all agree that time is 
more valuable than money, we keep our wallets hidden out of sight, but 
we keep our calendars wide open for others to schedule appointments. 
Can you imagine leaving a stack of cash on your desk for anyone to take? 
Of course not, because that would be insane. Yet it’s what we do when 
we leave our calendars exposed. 
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Beyond blocking off time on your calendar, during high potential hours, 
consider making yourself inaccessible. If you’re a morning bird, chances 
are your best hours are exactly when people are most trying to get a hold 
of you. You need to get smart about minimizing others’ ability to reach 
you. If you work for yourself, it can be as simple as turning off your 
smartphone, but if you work with a team, it can get tricky. 

If you work in an organization, here are some ideas to consider: Close 
the door. If you have no door, reserve a conference room. When 
possible, work from home during high potential hours. Go to a coffee 
shop or library. And when you truly have no choice but to work from 
the office, put on your headphones – send a signal that you’re doing 
something important. 

A common mistake early birds often make is filling the morning with 
meetings and trying to pound out focus work in the afternoon. As you’ll 
recall, Katey made this very error. A better approach is to schedule 
meetings and phone calls for low-energy times. Now, you might think, 
don’t I need to be sharp during meetings and phone calls?  

The answer is yes, you do. But being around others will naturally raise 
your energy level. Focus work, on the other hand, will not. And so, you 
can do group activities when you’re low on energy. Just keep in mind – 
it’s hard to go from social activities to solo activities. It’s much easier to 
do the reverse.  

Now, a word of warning: Once you start calibrating your work to your 
energy levels, it’s going to feel pretty good. Especially during high 
potential hours, when you’re knocking off projects left and right. 
You’re going to start getting a little cocky. When this happens, it’s 
common for people to start feeling like they can keep this up indefinitely 
for the rest of the day. And this is when they fall off the wagon, thinking 
“I can squeeze in a quick Facebook visit” or “I’ll watch highlights to last 
night’s game for just a second.”  

When this happens to you, I want you to recognize this feeling, enjoy 
that sense of accomplishment you’re experiencing, and then immediately 
dismiss the false belief that you can keep up this pace for the rest of the 
day, because it is deceptive. You’ll think you can sustain this level of 
energy for the rest of the day, but you can’t. Because your body won’t let 
you. 
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Your high potential hours are extremely limited. So whatever you do, 
make sure you don’t contaminate that time with low-value activities  -- 
because you can do all of them after your high-potential hours are over. 
What you can’t do is get your high-potential hours back.  

So those are some useful guidelines for making the most of high and 
low-potential hours. 
Next, let’s examine another powerful strategy you can use for getting 
even more mileage from your hours.  

Part 3: How to Sharpen Your Focus 

We’ve already talked about the trouble with multitasking, and the way it 
degrades our ability to focus. 
And if you’re taking this class, there’s a good chance you’re already 
convinced that multitasking is not a useful approach to productivity. But 
there’s an equally pernicious problem that doesn’t get nearly enough 
attention, and a lot of us are letting it hamper our productivity. That 
problem? It’s task switching. 

One of the main reasons multitasking doesn’t work is that it takes time 
to reorient yourself when you switch from one task to another. That’s 
the reason analyzing a spreadsheet with email open is inefficient. If, one 
second, you’re responding to an email, and the next, you’re looking at a 
spreadsheet, it’s going to take you a second or two each time to 
remember where you were and what you were doing before you can 
continue your analysis. That recalculation is wasted energy. And we do it 
again and again when we multitask. 

That wasted energy I just described also takes place when we switch 
between one activity and another. It’s easy to think that single-tasking – 
which is the opposite of multitasking – is the best way to work.  
But, in fact, that’s not the full story. Because your ability to focus doesn’t 
just depend on what you’re doing in this moment. It also depends on 
what you were doing before you began. 

So, to make this concrete: If I use my first high-potential hour for 
meeting with an important client, and then I use my second high-
potential hour on something completely different, like writing an article, 
that switch is going to divide my attention. Part of me will still be 
thinking about that client meeting, even as I’m writing.   
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This happens because of a process psychologists call attentional residue. 
When we switch from one task to another, our attention doesn’t 
immediately follow. Part of our thinking lags behind and is divided 
between our present task, and the one we did before. Your thinking is 
always influenced not just by your present, but also by your recent past. 
And if you’re not sure you buy this, you can experience it more 
consciously by taking a brief nap. When you first close your eyes and 
allow your thinking to wander, you’ll notice it circling back to work you 
were doing earlier, as if the thoughts were there in the background just 
waiting to be noticed. 

Now, that might sound like a quirky little finding, but it’s a lot more 
than that. Because studies show that the more attentional residue we 
accumulate, the more our performance suffers. In other words, the more 
tasks you switch between, the more diluted your focus becomes. And no 
wonder. Divided attention damages performance. 

So, how do we minimize task-switching? After all, most of us do lots of 
different things – we’re responsible for far more than just one task. We 
need to plan, present, email, meet, not to mention attend to a range of 
administrative chores. How do we do it in a smarter way? 

This is where it becomes critical to master the art of task batching. I’d 
imagine some of you have heard of this idea. If you haven’t, here’s how it 
works. The idea is to group tasks into categories and to do that category 
together at one time. This way, you’re cutting out task-switching by 
doing related activities all at once, instead of scattering them throughout 
day and week 

Here are some examples of activities you can group together within your 
day: 
● Meetings 
● Phone calls 
● Emails 
● Writing tasks 
● Reading tasks 
● Analyses  
● Social media 
● Idea generation 

Here are activities you can group and do once a week or once a month:  
● Administrative tasks 
● Pay bills 
● Sales calls 
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● Blog writing 
● Read newsletters  
● Set up meetings with potential clients 

Batching also works at home, and can save you lots of time. 
● Laundry 
● Cleaning  
● Shopping  
● Cooking 
● Errands 

Remember, task switching isn’t just inconvenient. It’s cognitively 
inefficient and it reduces your ability to concentrate. And anything that 
damages your productivity lengthens your day. 

Ok, so we’ve covered the basics of scheduling a productive day. We 
know how to identify high-potential hours, protect them, and load them 
with valuable activities. We also know how to take advantage of our low-
energy hours and make use of them, even though we’re tired. 

But here’s the thing: Even with these guidelines, we’re still not 
guaranteed a successful day. And that’s because much of our day is spent 
fending off distractions. We live in a world that’s rife with distractions 
that routinely throw us off course. So let’s address that issue head on in 
our next video. 

Part 4: How to Prevent Emails From Hijacking Your Day 

Let’s begin by talking about external distractions that come from other 
people. We’ve already talked a little about making yourself physically 
inaccessible during high potential hours. Later on in this class, we’ll talk 
about strategies for saying no when people come to you with requests 
that are not in your best interest. For now, let’s focus on the other major 
source of external distractions, and that’s email. 

Studies indicate that the average worker spends 6 hours a day on email. 
As a psychologist who has studied the effects of multitasking and task-
switching extensively, I’m am going to tell you without reservations that 
limiting your email checking is essential to top performance. 

Now, I imagine some of you are going to bristle at this and say, I need to 
be on email throughout the day – my manager expects it. I’m going to 
push you on that just a little bit. Because often, the reason we check 
email as frequently as we do, is not because we’re expected to (although 
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we say it is), but rather because it’s easier to check email than to do work 
you’re uncomfortable doing. Checking email makes us feel needed, and 
we check it when we crave distraction. 

Let’s face it: it’s a lot easier and more entertaining to be on email than to 
concentrate for extended periods. As much as we say we hate email, at 
times, it can be a lot of fun. It’s like an emotional slot machine. In a 
casino, most of the time you lose, but if you keep playing, occasionally 
you win big. The same is true for email – every once in a while, a client 
or a manager sends you a compliment, or a long lost high-school friend 
writes to say hello. And it’s those pleasurable messages that make email 
so addictive. 

But here’s the truth: if you want to be productive, you need sustained 
attention and the only way to achieve sustained attention is by working 
away from email. Simply put: an hour of uninterrupted time can be 
worth upwards of 3-4 hours of working while interrupted. 

And it’s not just productivity: It’s also a method of keeping stress levels 
low. Just recently, the University of British Columbia released a study of 
professionals across a variety of fields. The experiment divided 
participants up into 2 groups: 

Group 1 was required to work with their email open. 
Group 2 was limited to checking email 3 times a day. 

They did this for 1 week. Then, at the end of week 1, the researchers 
flipped the groups. After each week, both groups completed a battery of 
stress related questions like:  

How often do you feel in control of the important things in your 
life? 
How often do you have trouble coping with all the things you 
have to do today? 

The results were stunning. On average, the group limited to checking 
email 3 times a day experienced as much stress relief as if they had been 
using relaxation techniques at work. And this is the surprising part: they 
weren’t just more relaxed, they were also more efficient – in fact, they 
processed their email in 20% less time than the group that had it open 
all day. The takeaway here is clear. Constantly monitoring our inboxes 
drives up our stress, while driving down our efficiency. 

You get two other unexpected bonuses when you respond less 
frequently:The first is that you receive less email. This happens for a few 
reasons. One, when people receive a response from you quickly, they 
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treat it like chat and send you another message right away. They also 
interpret your quick response as an eagerness to help. And the more you 
keep this up, the less of an opportunity they have for resolving the issue 
themselves. When people have the impression that you’re constantly 
available, they tend to write to you for every little thing. 

The other surprising thing that often happens when you respond less 
frequently is that people start to respect you more. This isn’t always the 
case, especially when you’re new to an organization. But in my 
experience, this does happen as you move up the ladder. Consider your 
own experience: If you were to email the CEO of a company, would you 
expect a response right away? No --- why? You recognize that that person 
has things to do. 

The reverse is also true. When you have a track record of getting things 
done and you start taking a little longer to respond, people assume it’s 
because you’re doing important things. 

The ideal frequency for checking your email is going to depend on the 
industry in which you work, but generally speaking, here are some 
targets to aim for, depending on where you are in your career: 
● Entry level/every 25 min  
● Manager/Client facing/every 55 min  
● Entrepreneur/ 3 times a day 

Keep in mind, these targets aren’t written in stone. But the general rule 
is, the more you can push off email, the more productive you will be. So, 
if you’re a manager and you can get away with checking 3 times a day 
without stalling your team, that’s great – do that. Remember: whatever 
you do – in whatever position you work – do your absolute best to avoid 
working with email open. 

Now, let’s talk briefly about how to make this work when you report to 
someone else. It’s one thing for you to appreciate the importance of 
email-free focus, and it’s another to have a manager who shares that 
understanding. So, how do you get your manager to buy in? A lot of it 
will depend on the individual manager. Occasionally, you will have a 
manager who is familiar with some of this research and is willing to let 
employees turn off their email. 

And, in fact, this is one of the things I tell managers they need to do 
more of when I speak to organizations. But the reality is, a lot of 
managers are uncomfortable with the notion of employees being 
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inaccessible. Which is why my advice is to ask for forgiveness rather than 
permission. 

Try working with your email off for predetermined times and see what 
happens. Start small and test the waters – don’t fall off the grid for hours 
at a time. In most cases, what you’re likely to find is that you’re not as 
badly missed as you expected, and that even if you are off the grid for a 
small portion of the day, people don’t mind because you’re being so 
productive. If you try this and get push back, you can scale back until 
you find the amount of time you can get away with. Based on what I 
have seen, I can tell you that even if all you’re able to take is 15 email-
free minutes at a time, that’s still better than working with your email 
open. 

Now, what do you do if the problem isn’t a manager but a client or 
family member whose email you absolutely need to see right away? Well, 
I have some good news. There’s a workaround you can use to remain 
accessible and still work with your email off. 

Here’s how: You can auto-forward emails from select addresses to your 
phone as a text. This way, you can turn off your email client, safe in the 
knowledge that if someone important needs to reach you, you’ll know 
about it right away because you’ll receive a text. We’ve posted a step-by-
step guide on how to program this, and you can find it on this page. 

To be sure, when you’re not used to it, working with email off can feel 
really uncomfortable at first 
You might worry that people are wondering where you are. But like 
going to the gym, it does get easier with time, as your discipline grows. If 
you’re not sure whether this can work for you, here’s my 
recommendation: Try disconnecting from email for 25 mins and see if it 
makes a difference. I’m willing to bet you’ll get a lot more done and 
you’ll feel more focused. 

Part 5: How to Silence Distractions 

Ok, so let’s say I’ve convinced you. You’re going to start working with 
your email turned off, and only check it during predetermined times. 
What else can you do besides turning off your email to cut down on 
external distractions during the workday? 

Well, one easy step is to turn off all notifications that pop up on your 
screen – even silent ones that gently nudge you to check your email. Just 
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seeing your number of unread emails go up creates a temptation, and 
resisting temptations eats up your mental energy. Anytime you know 
there’s a message sitting for you in your inbox or on Facebook, you’re 
instantly intrigued about what it contains. Instead of burning mental 
energy trying to resist, you’re better off not knowing. 

And it’s not just notifications. Studies show that simply having your 
smartphone in your line of vision is also distracting – even if it’s face 
down. It’s because years of anticipating text messages have trained us to 
reflexively look over, even when we’re not aware of it. So, place your 
phone out of view, or at the very least, turn off notifications, sound, and 
place your phone on Do Not Disturb which only allows phone calls 
from people on your favorites list. 

I work like this all day long. This way, I’m still accessible, but only to 
those who I have decided in advance can reach me. If you need to focus 
with absolutely zero distractions, turn on airplane mode, which prevents 
phone calls altogether.  

To the best of your ability, block out noise. We talked about using 
headphones to signal to others that you’re working, but this also works as 
a method of maintaining concentration. Noise-cancelling headphones 
are useful, as are white noise apps.  

Another suggestion I want to offer is making distractions harder to 
access. One of the reasons we often find ourselves on email or YouTube 
or Facebook is that they’re so easy to get to. Well, it doesn’t have to be 
that way. If there’s a program or website you know is eating up your 
time, one way of getting yourself to use it less is to make it a little less 
easy to get to. 

On the website, we have a number of extensions you can use to 
temporarily block certain websites, or internet access entirely. There’s 
StayFocusd, which allows you to block specific sites. There’s Freedom, 
which blocks internet access entirely for a period of time. And there’s 
Kill Newsfeed, which blocks your Facebook news feed, if you need to use 
Facebook for work. 

But it doesn’t have to be that extreme. A more subtle tweak you can 
make to help you stay away from tempting distractions is to use different 
browsers for business and personal. You can use Chrome for one and 
Firefox for another. This way, Facebook isn’t a single click away because 
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on your business browser, the password isn’t saved. So getting on 
Facebook requires an extra step and is a little more effortful. 

Before we leave the topic of web browsers, another recommendation I 
want to offer is to be intentional about what you choose as your home 
page. For many years, my default homepage on Chrome was CNN. 
So every time I clicked to go on the web, I’d be taken to news stories 
about the latest political gaffe or natural disaster. I’d get sucked into 
reading something interesting, which felt harmless and only took a few 
seconds, but cumulatively, it was diluting my focus. 

I realized I needed to change my browser homepage, so I changed it to 
Gmail, which felt practical because it saved me from having to type in 
Gmail – but from a productivity standpoint, was even worse. 
Because it led me to get sucked into reading email all the time. Today, 
the homepage I use is Startpage.com, which is just like Google but is a 
private search engine, so that information about my searches is not 
collected. It shows me no information, which is exactly what I want. 
Zero distractions. 

I also installed a free Chrome extension that I think you’ll find helpful. 
It’s called Empty New Tab Page, and what it does is that it allows you to 
open up a new tab and have that new tab be completely blank. 
Once again, this keeps distractions just a bit further away, so I’m not 
tempted by my “frequently visited page”, which might lead me to 
Amazon, or the news. We’ve added the Empty New Tab Page extension 
to the course page, so you can use it. As I mentioned, it’s completely 
free. 

Ok, so we’ve talked about external distractions and how to quiet them.  
Let’s turn now to internal distractions – the kind that come not from 
other people, but from inside us. 

Often, what you’ll find when you are working on something difficult is 
that a thought will pop into your head. Instead of thinking about that 
report you should be writing, you find yourself wanting to look up when 
your Pilates class starts, or you just remembered that you need to order 
toothpaste on Amazon. 
The temptation is to take care of it immediately, right then and there – 
otherwise you’ll forget. But what happens when you satisfy this urge? It 
leads you down the rabbit hole. On Amazon you’re reminded of a movie 
you’re interested in, which leads to a movie review, which leads to your 
Netflix queue, and before you know it, you’ve lost 25 minutes. 
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So what should you do instead? Well, instead of taking care of that “2 
seconds” task right away, I want to encourage you to do something 
different the next time you’re tempted. Anytime you are doing focus 
work, do so with a pad and pen next to you. The moment you’re 
reminded of something you want to look up, write it down so that you 
remember to do it later. 

What you’ll find when you do this is that writing things down is 
incredibly liberating. There is an ancient Chinese proverb I love: “The 
faintest pencil is better than the strongest memory”. Writing yourself a 
brief reminder frees up your mental firepower to focus, knowing that 
your idea will not be forgotten. 
And it prevents you from fighting your temptation to go online, which is 
silently burning up your willpower. 

But there’s a third reason writing down internal distractions is 
important, and it comes to us from David Allen, the author of Getting 
Things Done. David Allen has said a lot of brilliant things, and perhaps 
his most useful observation is this: “The mind is for having ideas, not for 
holding them”. What David is suggesting here is that when your 
attention is consumed trying to remember something, your mental 
resources are going to waste. You’re no longer coming up with new ideas, 
because you’re distracted by trying to remember. 

So anytime you have an idea that is off topic, don’t try to ignore it. By all 
means, embrace it, and write it down. 

Often, it’s in these moments of capturing your internal distractions that 
you’ll notice something interesting, and that is that your internal 
distractions tend to revolve around a few key themes. In my experience, 
the internal distractions I see most often are work-related tasks, things I 
need to buy, and things I want to read/watch/listen to. 

Whatever your themes are, write them down. Once you’re done with 
your task, you go back to your note. If that task you jotted down is truly 
quick – like sending someone a text -- it’s fine to do it immediately. But 
if it’s not quick, here’s what you do next.  

To prevent yourself from getting off track, it’s extremely useful to have a 
place for storing your ideas, so that you can come back to them when 
you’re ready. Some people like to use Evernote for this, and if Evernote 
works for you, I’m not going to try to dissuade you from using it. 
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Personally, I use a simple system that involves two things: a Google doc 
and a list-keeping app. Let me tell you about the Google Doc first. I 
have a Google Doc where I write down all the work-related things I need 
to do. I call it The Capture List. When an idea pops-up for something I 
need to do that isn’t going to get done today, it goes on The Capture 
List. 

For non-work ideas, I use an app called OurGroceries. It’s an app 
designed to be shared, so that when one person goes shopping, they can 
see what their partner needs from that store. You can use it to create an 
unlimited number of lists, one for every store. When I first started using 
it, my wife and I had a list for Target, Wegmans, and Home Depot. But 
then I started creating new lists for things that had nothing to do with 
shopping, so that I could access them whenever I needed them. Today, 
my lists include: 
● Movies to watch 
● Movies to watch with kids 
● Restaurants to try 
● Handyman projects 
● Present ideas 
● Beers/Wines to try again 
● Books to get friend’s kids 

There are a variety of list apps that serve this purpose, and we have a 
selection of them posted on the course website. Ultimately, whether you 
use a Google Doc or a list-keeping app or Evernote, the key is to have a 
dedicated place for storing ideas you want to get back to. Once you have 
a dedicated place for saving ideas, you’ll be amazed at how quickly those 
internal distraction can be swatted away, because you’re confident that 
you can find them when you’re ready. 

Ok, so we’ve talked quieting distractions – both external and internal. In 
our next video, I’m going to give you a number of strategies for 
dramatically scaling back the amount of time you spend on email. 
I’ll see you there. 

Part 6: How to Spend Less Time on Email 

I’m going to start this video by revealing the single biggest mistake 
people make when checking email, and that is entering their inbox with 
the wrong mindset. Here’s what I mean: When most people click on 
their inbox and wait for it to load, they’re entering with a mindset of 
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curiosity. They’re wondering whether they will find something 
unexpected or exciting. And that curiosity-driven mindset makes them 
susceptible to distraction. They’re focused on the wrong question as they 
read their email, which is  
“Is this interesting?” 

A better mindset for entering your inbox is not a mindset of curiosity -- 
but a mindset of action. Don’t ask “Is this interesting?” Instead ask, 
“What’s the next action?” Your job is to convert emails into tasks. 

Now when I say, what’s the next action, that’s not an open-ended 
question. There are 4 very specific options for you to select from: 
● Action 1: Delete (CC, not relevant) 
● Action 2: Reply/Forward 
● Action 3: Place a task on your Capture list (and then reply) 
● Action 4: Circle back when you can give it more thought 

I didn’t invent this – it’s actually a modified version of David Allen’s 
GTD technique. But the key is that’s it – 4 options and you choose one 
–immediately. 

Whichever action you take, get the email out of your inbox after viewing 
it once. No email should be reviewed with this “What’s the next action?” 
mindset more than once. Do it once, and get it out of your inbox. Too 
many of us make the mistake of leaving messages in our inbox, leading 
us to reread the same email again and again, and that’s a waste not just of 
time, but also of mental energy. 

Imagine if you used the same approach with physical mail. Every day, 
you walk out to your mailbox, take the mail you want and leave the mail 
you haven’t decided about, for you to sort through again tomorrow. You 
would never do that, right? Because with a physical object, it’s easy to see 
how inefficient that is. And yet, it’s exactly what we do with our digital 
mail. 

Now, what do you do with emails you file for later review? For those 
emails, respond with some variation of “Got it. Will be in touch 
shortly.” Then, mark the email as unread, move it to a folder titled 
“Answer This,” and go back to it during the email block when you’re 
freshest. So, if you’re an early bird, respond in your first email block of 
the day. If you’re a night owl, respond in the afternoon. 

Not every email needs to be responded to right away. Some require 
thought and diplomacy, and that’s ok. In fact, distance can help by 
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providing perspective. The other advantage of moving emails that 
require additional thought out of your inbox is that you’re not forced to 
look at them when reading emails on your phone. There’s no sense in 
being reminded of sensitive emails until you’re ready to take action. 

Next, let’s talk about avoiding distractions while checking email. A lot of 
us find ourselves getting sucked into articles and videos, even when we’re 
committed to processing our emails quickly. Here’s how you prevent it. 

The first tip is having somewhere to store important tasks. Remember, 
your job is to translate emails into tasks, and to do that, you need a place 
to store those tasks. Earlier, I mentioned The Capture List, which is a 
Google Doc I use to save work-related tasks. As I’m checking my email, I 
capture the things I need to come back to later. This allows me to 
archive my email right away. 

The beauty of a Capture List is that it frees you up from treating your 
inbox like a To Do list. Your inbox should never be your To Do list. 
Your inbox is intake for your To Do list. The key is, your To Do List 
needs to live somewhere else, otherwise you’ll find yourself on email all 
day long. And email is deadly for productivity. 

It helps tremendously to have 2 monitors, so that you don’t have to 
toggle between programs. You keep your email open on one screen and 
your Capture List on the other. I am a huge proponent of 2 monitors, 
not just for email but for writing, where you can have an outline on one 
screen, and your document on the other. If you have the option of 
working with 2 monitors, make the investment. If you’re not sure how 
to install them, hire someone on Craigslist to do this for you. It’s a 
fantastic way of minimizing task switching. 

The next tip for avoiding distractions on email is having somewhere to 
store entertainment options.  
When a friend sends you an email with a video and a subject line that 
says “You’ve got to see this!” it’s almost impossible to resist. If you want 
to stay productive, it helps to have a place to store the interesting articles 
and videos people send you, so that you don’t feel pressured to consume 
them immediately. 

For articles, I use an extension called Pocket. It allows me to save articles 
with one click, so I can batch them and read them all at once later. For 
videos, I have created a folder called Watch This. When I get an email 
with a video, I simply file it away for later. This becomes your go-to 
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place when you’re looking for mindless distraction. It’s a better use of 
your time than getting lost on CNN. Plus, you’re being efficient because 
you’re batching distractions. 

Our third tip for avoiding distractions while reading emails is game-
changing: It has to do with preventing new emails from appearing in 
your inbox while you’re responding to old emails. You can do this on 
Gmail with a fantastic extension called Inbox Pause. It literally pauses 
your inbox so that you don’t receive emails while you’re processing the 
ones already there. This keeps you from getting roped into a back and 
forth exchange. Once you’re done emailing, you simply click to un-pause 
your inbox. 
Outlook has a similar feature, and I highly recommend using it. 
Sometimes, I work with my inbox open most of the day, with my inbox 
paused. This allows me to send out emails as ideas come to me, without 
being distracted by other people’s messages. 

Ok, so we’ve talked about how to avoid getting distracted while 
reviewing email. Next, I’d like to give you a few suggestions for 
processing the emails you receive more quickly. 

The first has to do with minimizing category jumps. Here’s what I mean: 
a lot of people receive all their emails in a single inbox. It seems 
convenient, but it ends up eating a lot of time, as you do the mental 
gymnastics to adjust for the context of the various emails. Personally, I 
have a number of different inboxes, each for a unique category of emails: 
● Personal 
● Business 
● Newsletters 

I find this helpful because I don’t get pulled in multiple directions. I 
don’t go from “the website’s not working” to “the babysitter is sick” to 
“5 ways to get 6 pack abs”  

Now, a related approach you can use if adding inboxes is not ideal, is to 
use filters to pre-sort your messages by category. We have supplemental 
videos on the website show you how to do this. You can use these to 
have emails presorted, reducing the amount of thinking involved. Some 
good folder ideas: 
● Calendar invitations 
● Receipts 
● Emails on which you were CCed 
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Ultimately, deciding how you divide up your email will depend on your 
unique circumstances. But doing so can be immensely helpful in 
preventing you from switching between contexts. 

The second email time-saving tip is to leverage canned responses. A lot 
of us find ourselves writing the same email – or the same key phrases -- 
again and again in our line of work. Here are some emails you might 
find yourself writing repeatedly: 
● Reaching out to a potential client 
● Introducing two colleagues 
● Asking for a meeting 
● Responding to a proposal 
● Responding to a client request 

Instead of writing this email anew each time, you can save them on your 
email program and have them appear with the click of a button. Gmail 
calls this “Canned responses”, and you can activate this feature by 
following the steps listed on the course website. Outlook offers 
something similar. 

The third time-saving email tip is to  avoid long scheduling back and 
forths by using a scheduling app. 
Scheduleonce and Calendly both allow you to pre-select days and hours 
on which you’re willing to take meetings, and shows only those 
availabilities to others. You can use them to offer only your low-energy 
hours. You get notified when the other person selects a time to meet. 
And if you want to get really efficient, you can pair your scheduling app 
with a canned response to streamline meeting scheduling down to 2 
clicks. 

The fourth time-saving email tip has to do with emailing over 
smartphones: Here’s my advice:  
Never type a response that is longer than 3 sentences on your 
smartphone. It can take you more than twice as long to type an email on 
the tiny little screen than on your keyboard. If you can’t get to a 
computer, dictate your message by pressing the microphone icon. 
Chances are it won’t be perfect, but editing will take less time than 
typing it from scratch.  

Dictation is a useful strategy for email more generally as well, because 
when you speak you’re not thinking about editing what you’ve already 
said. You’re thinking about what you’re going to say next. 
Dragon is a useful dictation tool for desktops, and it works with email. 
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And our final time saving email tip is to always take negative or 
potentially combustible conversations off line. If ever you sense that an 
email is headed down the wrong path, do yourseilf a favor and set up a 
call or a meeting. Not only will it save your time - t will also help save 
your relationships. It’s a lot easier for people to misread your intentions 
on email, and interpret them more negatively than you intended. 
Just as important: never send an email you wouldn’t want forwarded or 
posted online. 

And speaking of combustible conversations, in our next video, we’re 
going to talk about how to say no diplomatically, so that you have even 
more tools for avoiding distraction and staying on track. 

Part 7: How to Diplomatically Say No to Anyone 

In this video, we’re going to focus on another time killer that a lot of us 
need to get better at guarding against, and that’s dealing with other 
people’s requests. As a business professional, chances are, you’re often on 
the receiving end of a lot of lunch invitations and requests for phone 
calls and meetings. And for many of us, the temptation is to immediately 
say yes – and for very justifiable reasons. 
● We want to say yes because it feels good to say yes to other people. 
● We want to say yes because want to be responsive and helpful.  
● And if we’re honest, we also say yes because we’re flattered, and it 

makes us feel needed. 
In other words, saying yes is immediately gratifying, and that immediate 
gratification can lead us to make bad decisions. 

Simply put, it’s an emotional trap. To put it in financial terms, the 
immediate reward of saying yes, leads us to make time investments that 
feel good in the short term, but damage our long term interests. For a lot 
of us, what it comes down to is this: 
● Say yes, and people will like you.  
● Say no, and people are going to be disappointed or mad. 

And that means experiencing the discomfort of social awkwardness. 

Compounding the problem is the fact that earlier in our career, the more 
we said yes, the more we were likely to be successful. And so, in a way, 
we’re conditioned to say yes because in the past, it was rewarded with the 
gratitude of our peers and even promotions. 

Well today, I want to make the case that if you are not in an entry level 
position and you want to get ahead, you need to be more deliberate 
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before agreeing to phone calls, meetings and lunches. It pays to resist the 
easy yes, because every yes is a no to something else. It comes with an 
invisible cost. It dilutes your focus from work that matters, and prevents 
you from saying yes to more meaningful opportunities that will appear 
later on. And so, if you want to be consistently productive, it’s 
imperative that you get good at diplomatically extricating yourself from 
wasteful meetings.  

In fact, it’s perhaps one of the most important and underappreciated 
requirements for getting ahead. 
And it’s not just me saying this. It’s also some of the most successful 
people in the world. People like Warren Buffet, who said: 

“The difference between successful people and very successful 
people is that very successful people say no to almost everything”  

I’d add one thing to Buffet’s observation. Which is that successful people 
don’t just say no more often – they also excel at saying no in a way that 
makes others respect rather than resent them. In this video, we’ll explore 
how. 

Now, before I give you some strategies for saying no, let’s talk about the 
thing that happens before you say no, which is deciding whether a 
meeting is worth attending. I want to offer you 3 guidelines for deciding 
on meetings. And to make them concrete, let’s assume that you’ve 
received a request to do a presentation for a local group of business 
owners on your area of expertise. 

Immediately, you’re flattered. Great! They want me to speak! But then 
you remember this class and you think, wait, is this a good use of my 
time? Here are some guidelines for reaching a decision. 

Here’s the first guideline: Run a priority check. One of the main reasons 
many of us agree to meetings or phone calls of questionable value is that 
we momentarily forget our priorities. When we’re presented with a new 
opportunity, it’s easy to focus on what this opportunity can add to our 
lives. We don’t think about what it will prevent us from doing. We think 
about all the ways it will improve our lives. To restore the balance in 
your thinking and stay true to your long-term priorities, it’s helpful to 
first remind yourself of what your goals are. 

Here’s a simple way of doing that. In our last class on morning routines, 
we talked about the value of identifying your long-term priorities and 
using those long-term priorities to decide which tasks are worth working 
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on in the morning. So, if you’re an entrepreneur, your question might 
be: “On a scale of 1-7, how important is accomplishing this activity to 
generating profit for my company?” 

The same priority check question you use to help you filter between 
activities can also be used to help you filter between meetings. Now, 
instead of asking, “On a scale of 1-7, how important is accomplishing 
this activity to generating profit for my company?”, you can ask a similar 
question about the meeting. 
Specifically, “On a scale of 1-7, how important is attending this meeting 
to generating profit for my company?” How you respond will help you 
assess the value of the meeting. If on a scale of 1-7, your answer is less 
than a 6, I’d argue that it’s not at all clear that you should attend. 

Keep in mind, if you want to achieve your goals, you need to be 
relentless in pursuing them, and anything that doesn’t help you make 
progress – no matter how enjoyable -- is functionally preventing you 
from becoming successful. 

Here’s a second decision-making guideline, which comes to us from 
behavioral economist Dan Ariely. 
Dan points out that the way we imagine future events largely depends on 
when those events are scheduled to take place. If an event is far away, for 
example 3 months from now, we tend to underestimate the hassles 
involved and overestimate how much we’ll enjoy doing it. But if an 
event is closer in time, say, in a few days, we are much more accurate in 
predicting our actual experience. 

So, when that speaking invitation is for a conference that takes place 6 
months from now, you look at your calendar, see that it’s completely 
clear and mistakenly assume you won’t have anything else on your plate 
at the time. So you say, “Sure, count me in.” And when you say, “Sure, 
count me in,” you’re forgetting all the work that will come up between 
now and then. You’re also underestimating how much work is involved 
in preparing your talk. 

So, Dan’s solution for this prediction blindspot is simple. For the 
moment, ignore the date on which the event is taking place and pretend 
it’s scheduled for next week. Ask yourself: Do I still want to do it? 
Would I cancel some of the obligations on my schedule in order to 
attend? If the answer is no, you should probably pass. 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And that brings us to our third Decision-Making Guideline, also from 
Dan Ariely. He calls it cancel-elation. The idea is simple, and it involves 
doing a thought exercise.  

Imagine that after receiving the invitation, you’ve said yes and agreed to 
do the meeting. Next, imagine that a few days before the meeting is 
scheduled to take place, you receive another message telling you the 
meeting has been cancelled. How do you feel? Do you feel relieved? Or 
are your disappointed? 
Unless you’re at least a little disappointed, you should probably pass. 

Now, some of you may be thinking, that’s interesting for external 
meetings – but what do I do for internal meetings? The kind I receive 
invitations to all the time, from colleagues and clients. How do I push 
back on those? 

Here, it’s imperative to know why you’re meeting. In a lot of 
organizations, meetings become a crutch. 
They’re a coping mechanism that prevents people from having to make 
decisions. By inviting a group of colleagues in a room for a discussion, it 
creates the impression that things are getting done, when in practice, it’s 
little more than collective procrastination. 

If the goal of a meeting you’ve been invited to isn’t clear, ask for an 
agenda. We’ve written a canned response for you that’s posted on the 
course website that looks like this:  

Thanks for thinking of me. This sounds interesting. 
I’m up against a tight deadline at the moment with [ENTER 
PROJECT YOUR WORKING ON]. Can you forward me the 
meeting agenda when it’s ready? This way, I can prepare in 
advance, or send you my thoughts ahead of the meeting. 
Let me know! 

Obviously, you’ll want to adapt this to your voice, but the benefit here is 
three-fold: One, it puts the onus on the meeting organizer to get clear on 
the purpose of the meeting. Two – and I’ve seen this happen often – is it 
can lead them to realize that you’re not needed. Which is great – you get 
out of the meeting without having to ask. And three, it allows you to get 
a better picture of whether you need to be there. And as you’ll see in a 
second, if you decide against attending, it gives you the option to 
contribute, even if you’re not there.  
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Here’s what I mean. If you determine that the meeting is not one you 
need to attend, you can send a follow up email that says:  

This is going to be an important discussion. I’m not going to be 
able to make it – I’m working on [the XXX presentation] -- but 
here are some thoughts that may be helpful for you to mention. 

You then include a few bullet points reflecting your views. 

Another approach is one that works for when you know what the 
meeting is about, and you only need to be there for a small portion of it. 
Here, you can send an email to the meeting organizer asking if you can 
address that issue that’s important to you as the first order of business. 
For example, you can send an email that says: 

Do you think we could cover the new hire discussion at the start 
of the meeting? I can’t stay for the entire meeting but I’d really 
like to participate on that topic. 

What you’ll notice from all of these responses is that saying no does not 
always need to involve the word no. Here are some other ways of saying 
no that don’t use the word no – these work both for internal and 
external requests. 

I’m going to tell you about 3 strategies – and as I do, you may recognize 
that you’ve been on the receiving end of these. Don’t be offended – now 
that you know these tricks, you too will have the ability to say no 
anytime, without giving the impression that you’re being difficult. They 
are Delay, Divert, and Shrink.  

Let’s talk about Delay first. My wife uses delay on our kids all the time. 
When they ask if they can have ice cream, she doesn’t say no. She says, 
“Yes. After dinner.” That’s the idea behind delay. Here’s how you use it 
at the office. 

When a colleague invites you to a meeting to discuss a project you’re not 
ready to discuss, delay. 
Write an email that says 

I’m looking forward to discussing this. Given where we are on this 
assignment, I’m not sure we’re ready for a productive conversation 
just yet. Would it be possible to push this meeting out so that the 
team can make a little more progress before we meet? 

Another way of using the delay tactic for external meeting requests is to 
explain that you are busy right now but that your calendar will open up 
significantly in a few months. This works very well for lunch meeting 
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requests. Explain why you are busy, and give an alternate time. Say, “Let 
me know if we can get together at the end of spring.” If they’re serious 
about wanting to meet, they’ll write you back. 

It’s especially important to use Delay in person, where there’s more 
pressure to say Yes face to face. When a colleague stops you in the hall 
and says, can you join us at 3 for a meeting, never say yes.  
Always say: “Let me check my calendar and get back to you.” This gives 
you time to think, without the pressure to say yes. 

It also works for live interruptions. If you work in an office, you often 
have people peeking through your door, saying “do you have a minute?” 
Instead of saying “No” which feels rude, try “Sure. Can I find you in 20 
minutes?” That allows you to continue wrapping up your tasks without 
having your attention hijacked – and all of these responses are included 
for you in this week’s materials on the course homepage. 

A second strategy is to Divert. This is a way of saying no while still being 
helpful. So, when someone emails you a request, instead of saying “I 
don’t have time for this,” recommend someone else and offer to put the 
person in touch. Sample email: 

Thanks so much for thinking of me. My experience with this 
client has been limited so far. I did a little digging and it seems 
like Andrew is our in-house expert. Let me put you in touch with 
Andrew so you can get the answers you need. 

By doing this, you’re helping them meet their objective – that’s all they 
want. in many cases, they will be just as appreciative to you as if you had 
done the thing they asked – and you’ve managed to save yourself a good 
chunk of time. 

A third strategy is to Shrink. This one is a bit of a compromise. It’s not a 
no – but it is a time saver. We tend to schedule meetings for 60 minutes, 
by default, because that’s how it’s set up on our calendar 
That introduces a lot of waste into our day. If you’re invited and you 
realize, for political reasons, you’re going to have to go, instead of saying 
yes – say, “I have 1:00 – 1:30 open. Would that work?” This way, you’re 
shrinking your time commitment, while still giving the requestor a yes. 

If none of these work and you need to be more explicit in your no, here 
are a few rules of thumb. I want to illustrate them by showing you a bad 
no and a good no.  
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First, here’s the bad one: “I’m sorry. I’d love to, but to honor my existing 
commitments, I’m going to have to say no.” Now, let me ask you. 
Imagine receiving that email. How would you feel? Not too great, right? 

Here’s why this doesn’t work: For one thing, it starts and ends with 
negative emotions. Our brains are wired to detect threats. And the 
moment we identify negative information, we immediately go on alert, 
which makes it harder for us to process information rationally. 

Second, it focuses on the sender. It doesn’t acknowledge the other person 
in any way. Finally, “I’d love to” seems disingenuous. 

So how do you do it better? Here’s a more thoughtful approach: 
Thanks so much for inviting me to speak at the Rotary Club’s 
annual dinner. What a fantastic group of speakers you’ve 
assembled. Congratulations! 

Typically, I’d be honored to participate, but at the moment I’m 
on a deadline with my publisher and I’ve promised myself I won’t 
take on anything else until I completed it. So I’m afraid I can’t 
make it this time around. 

I’m flattered that you thought of me and wish you all the best 
with what I’m sure will be an exceptional event. 

Now, if you received this, it would probably feel a little different, right? 
So what is it about this email that works better?   

Here are a few observations about why this works. These come to us 
from Harvard negotiation Professor William Ury in his book The Power 
of a Positive No): First, it opens with a positive message. 
When telling someone no, you want to avoid starting your message with 
“I’m sorry” or “no” or “unfortunately”. As I mentioned, this immediately 
puts people on high-alert, reducing their ability to think clearly. Often 
they won’t even read the rest of your message. Instead, start by 
expressing appreciation for the other person, which affirms their value 
and intentions. 

Next, explain what you are committed to. Instead of making the no 
about their request, make the no about your commitment to your 
priorities. This is your yes – the thing you’re committed to. This helps 
them recognize that turning them down is not about them. It’s about 
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you and your priorities. It’s fine to say how sorry you are – but do so 
here – after you’ve explained your commitment. 

Finally, close with a positive. We tend to pay closer attention to the 
beginning and end of messages, which is why it’s so important to get 
these right. Here’s how you end with a positive: Instead of ending on a 
no, end with an idea, a suggestion for another positive outcome, an offer 
to make an introduction to someone who can help, or simply well-
wishes. 

To go back to our example, if I wanted the Rotary Club president to 
contact me again, I could offer that here, or invite him to stay in touch. 
Whatever you offer – be sincere – because often people will take you up 
on your offer. So, be careful. 

Some other suggestions for customizing your no that I’ve seen work. Use 
the word “deadline”. 
People can’t question it and everyone understands what this is like. You 
can say you “promised yourself” - no one can debate this. Alternatively, 
you can use “I have a personal policy”. For example, “I have a personal 
policy of not giving talks on Sundays because that is time I’ve committed 
to family.” Once again – no one can argue that this is your personal 
policy 

Again, I want to reiterate the importance of being good at saying no. It’s 
the only way to protect your time and keep others from taking your best 
hours. A hesitation I often hear from people who haven’t done this 
before is that there will be consequences to their career if they do this. 
They are afraid of disappointing people. 

I have a couple of thoughts: First, if you follow the steps we’ve discussed, 
most people won’t feel disappointed. And what often happens, in fact, is 
that you engender the opposite of disappointment. 
Greg McKeown has written a fantastic book called Essentialism, in which 
he argues that what happens when you start saying no is, “you are 
trading popularity for respect”. Like those who resist the lure of email, 
people respect those who are focused and stay true to their priorities. The 
alternative, which involves saying yes to things you know you should 
decline, leads to feeling angry with yourself for having been bullied. 

I’ve hope you’ve found these strategies helpful. Be sure to check out the 
email templates we’ve made available on this page. They’ll give you a 
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good starting point the next time you need to ask clarifying questions, or 
flat out say no. 

Part 8: Your Weekly Review 

Before we leave the topic of scheduling, I want to briefly discuss one 
other feature that’s crucial to optimizing your time in the office, and that 
is conducting a weekly review. The weekly review is when you step back 
and review the week that ended, and look ahead at the week to come. It 
can take just 20-30 minutes, and the reason it’s valuable is that it gives 
you an opportunity to take a big picture view of your schedule.  

As we’ve all experienced, when you’re in the middle of the week, running 
from meeting to meeting and putting out fires, it’s easy to lose track of 
your big picture, and allow your goals veer off course. The weekly review 
is there to help you ensure that you remain committed to your long term 
priorities. 

We’ve created a worksheet to walk you through conducting a weekly 
review. Here, let me give you a quick overview of what you’re going to 
be doing. There are 3 main tasks: The first is to clear out notes and 
emails so you can start the next week fresh. This way, you’re not digging 
yourself out of a backlog of emails and notes on Monday morning.  

The second task is to review your “Capture List” and set ideas into 
motion. Remember all those work activities you took down throughout 
the week? This is your opportunity for thinking about when you’d like 
to do them, and adding that to your schedule. 

Which brings us to the third task, which is to place things you want to 
achieve on your calendar. 
This is when you proactively place activities you want to do – 
inspirational things like learning a new dish, meeting a personal trainer, 
or teaching your son how to ride his bike – this is when you place those 
activities right on your calendar so that they actually happen. 

Now, of course, not everything we put on our calendar actually gets 
done, so the second time you do your weekly review, you’re going to 
start this calendar session by reviewing last week and seeing if there was 
anything on your calendar that you want to reschedule for this week. 
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Ultimately, this is when you craft the ideal week. Remember, if you 
don’t plan before your week begins, it’s hard not to get swept up in a 
wave of activities. This is your opportunity for going on the offensive. 

Now, some people recommend conducting a weekly review before the 
end of the day on Friday. Personally, I conduct my weekly review on 
Sunday morning. I find that I’m too tired to plan on Friday afternoons, 
but on Sunday morning I’m fresh and there are no distractions. I use my 
high-potential hours and devote them toward organizing my week. Not 
only do I get a lot done in a short amount of time, I also find that it 
helps me to think about work with some distance – which I get after 
taking Saturday off. 

Be sure to take a look at the worksheet we’ve created for your weekly 
review. If you do it on Sunday, I think what you’ll find is that you’re 
more focused on Monday morning, and that you experience less of that 
free-flowing anxiety many people feel on Sunday. Because now, you have 
a clear picture of how the work you’re doing this week is going to bring 
you closer to achieving your long term objectives. 

And that brings us to the end of Own Your Workday. Congratulations! 
We’ve covered a lot.  You now know how to match your tasks to your 
energy level, how to prevent distractions from hijacking your day, and 
how to take control of your work schedule and get more done in less 
time.  

I hope you enjoyed the material as much as I enjoyed sharing it with 
you. And remember, this program is available to you whenever you need 
it. So, if a few months from now, or a few years from now you’d like a 
refresher, by all means, come back. I’m willing to bet that you pick up 
something new, or have a new perspective on an insight you may have 
overlooked the first time. This is here as a resource for you to revisit 
anytime. 

I look forward to staying in touch with you in the future. Take care. 
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