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Five years ago I read Daniel Markovitz’s argument for migrating to-do lists into calendars. Since then, my 
productivity has at least doubled. 

That momentous (at least for me) article describes five problems with the to-do list. First, they overwhelm 
us with too many choices. Second, we are naturally drawn to simpler tasks which are more easily 
accomplished. Third, we are rarely drawn to important-but-not-urgent tasks, like setting aside time for 
learning. Fourth, to-do lists on their own lack the essential context of what time you have available. Fifth, 
they lack a commitment device, to keep us honest. 

This was enough for me. I converted from my religiously observed to-do list (daily work plan) to this 
calendar system, also known as timeboxing (a term borrowed from agile project management). All five of 
Markovitz’s criticisms of to-do lists have manifested for me. In a study we conducted of 100 productivity 
hacks, timeboxing was ranked as the most useful. And over the last few years, I have also discovered 
several additional benefits of timeboxing, which I would like to share.  

First, timeboxing into a calendar enables the relative positioning of work. If you know that a promotional 
video has to go live on a Tuesday and that the production team needs 72 hours to work on your copy edits, 
then you know when to place the timebox. In fact, you know where to place the timebox: it’s visual, 
intuitive, obvious. Working hard and trying your best is sometimes not actually what’s required; the 
alternative — getting the right thing done at the right time — is a better outcome for all. 

Second, the practice enables you to communicate and collaborate more effectively. If all of your critical 
work (and maybe just all of your work, period) is in your calendar, colleagues can see it. So not only are you 
more likely to plan your work to accommodate others’ schedules (the paragraph above), others are able to 
check that your work schedule works for them. Shared calendars (with attendant privacy options) are the 
norm in the corporate world now, with Microsoft and Google leading the way. 

Third, it gives you a comprehensive record of what you’ve done. Maybe you get to the end of a blistering 
week and you’re not even sure what happened? It’s in your calendar. Or a performance review looms — 
what were the highs and lows of the last six months? It’s in your calendar. Or you’re keen to use an hour to 
plan the following week and need to know what’s on the horizon. It’s in your calendar. Just make sure you 
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have your own personal (i.e. not exclusively employer-owned) version of this data, or someday it won’t be 
in your calendar. 

Fourth, you will feel more in control. This is especially important because control (aka volition, autonomy, 
etc.) may be the biggest driver of happiness at work. Constant interruptions make us less happy and less 
productive. Timeboxing is the proper antidote to this. You decide what to do and when to do it, block out all 
distractions for that timeboxed period, and get it done. Repeat. Consistent control and demonstrable 
accomplishment is hugely satisfying, even addictive. This is not just about productivity (largely external), 
this is about intent (internal, visceral) and how we feel. 

Fifth, you will be substantially more productive. Parkinson’s law flippantly states that work expands so as 
to fill the time available for its completion. Although it’s not really a law (it’s more of a wry observation), 
most of us would concede that there is some truth to it (especially as it pertains to meetings). A corollary of 
this observation in practice is that we often spend more time on a task than we should, influenced by the 
time that happens to be available (circumstantial) rather than how long the work should really take 
(objective). Disciplined timeboxing breaks us free of Parkinson’s law by imposing a sensible, finite time for 
a task and sticking to that. Although it’s hard to precisely quantify the benefits of any time management or 
productivity measures, this is clearly enormous. Just take a commonplace example: do you habitually take 
two hours (cumulatively, often drawn out over multiple sessions) to complete a task that really could have 
been done in a single, focused, time-boxed hour? If the answer is yes, then your personal productivity might 
be double what it is right now. 

The benefits of calendarized timeboxing are many, varied, and highly impactful. The practice improves how 
we feel (control), how much we achieve as individuals (personal productivity), and how much we achieve 
in the teams we work in (enhanced collaboration). This may be the single most important skill or practice 
you can possibly develop as a modern professional, as it buys you so much time to accomplish anything 
else. It’s also straightforwardly applied and at no cost. Box some time to implement a version of this that 
works for you. 

 

 

Marc Zao-Sanders is CEO and co-founder of filtered.com, a company that blends consultancy with technology 
to lift capabilities and drive business change. Find Marc on LinkedIn here. 
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5 Mental Mistakes That Kill Your Productivity 
by Alice Boyes 

November 04, 2019 

If you’re sometimes frustrated about how little you accomplish during your work day, you’re not 
alone. Research indicates that only 26% of people often leave the office having accomplished the tasks they 
set out to do. It’s common to feel as if you’ve been busy but haven’t done anything important. Of course, life 
isn’t about being a productivity robot in which every second is optimized. But most of us do want to feel 
well-organized and efficient in pursuing key goals and solving critical problems. A good first step is to 
understand the mental mistakes that typically prevent us from focusing on and finishing meaningful 
work.  Here are five common ones: 

1. You overestimate how much focused time you have in a typical day. 

Long-term creative projects, strategic thinking, and skill- and relationship-building require big blocks of 
concentrated attention. It’s easy to optimistically think you’ve got all day, or even several hours, for that 
type of work and subsequently plan your priorities based on that assumption. However, for many of us, 
meetings, email, Slack, phone calls, and “quick questions” take up a considerable portion of our time in the 
office. Aggregated data from the time-tracking app RescueTime suggests that people have as little as one 
hour and 12 minutes of uninterrupted time in their day. 

If you acknowledge the limited time you’ll have for focused work, you can more ruthlessly select your 
absolute top priority and protect yourself from distractions for certain periods. When you do have 60 to 90 
minutes available, try to focus on your bigger-picture goals (as tempting as it might be to focus on more 
time-sensitive routine work). Remember, too, that even those complex and important projects usually have 
some admin tasks associated with them (e.g., hunting down a reference when writing a book) that don’t 
require as much focus or creativity. As a workaround for having limited time for the harder work, identify 
those to-dos and slot them into that spare 15 minutes you have between meetings or those longer free 
periods during which you suspect there will be interruptions. 

2. You overlook proven, sustainable methods that seem too boring or too simple. 

If you consume a lot of productivity self-help material, you’re probably familiar with many core concepts 
from cognitive-behavioral psychology. For instance, if you form “implementation intentions” you’re more 
likely to follow through. This involves planning when and where you’ll do a task and how you’ll 
overcome obstacles you’ll encounter. Likewise, you might’ve previously read about how shrinking the 
number of decisions you make in a day will reduce your mental fatigue and improve your willpower. And, 
you might know that when you make any task easier, for example by ensuring you have the needed 
materials on hand, you’re more likely to begin. However, once we’ve heard these principles, we often write 
them off as “old news” even when we haven’t fully implemented them or tried them at all. 

For each of your important projects, have your next action defined and everything you need to complete it 
handy and ready to go. For instance, if you want to video yourself rehearsing a big speech, set up the space 
you plan to use, do a test recording for a minute, and make sure you have enough free space on your 
recording device. If you remove these types of practical barriers to getting started, they won’t eat into your 
focused time. 
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If you like to see yourself as a special or unique individual, you might find that simple solutions don’t sit 
well with that, since you don’t like to see yourself as being like everyone else. This is a trap. Make sure 
you’re employing boring, but easy and proven-to-work, strategies in all the ways you could be. Get better at 
creatively applying simple ideas rather than searching for complex ones. 

3. You think about change in an all-or-nothing way. 

We often suspect that a certain habit change would help our productivity but feel psychologically resistant 
to doing it. For instance, you might believe that getting more sleep would help your productivity but you’re 
a night owl and bristle at advice about going to bed early. Instead of perseverating on what you feel 
resistant to, look for changes you’re willing to make that don’t feel like a big deal. Automating your house 
lights to dim (or turn red), using blue light filters on your devices, or spending the last 30 minutes of your 
work day planning the following day (creating a transition), might help you effortlessly shift the time 
you want to go to sleep 10-15 minutes earlier. However, if you think you have to make a two-hour change 
to your bedtime or nothing, or you’re only focused on the fact you don’t want to give up sleeping with your 
phone, you won’t make any changes at all. Collect the easy wins that don’t trigger your psychological 
resistance. When you successfully make a low-key change, your willingness to make other changes will 
probably naturally expand. 

4. You forget how to do recurrent but infrequent tasks. 

If you do a task daily, you likely have an efficient process for getting it done. If you do it once or a few times 
a year, you might not. In The Healthy Mind Toolkit, I wrote about how every time I needed to clean my 
printer drum, I would spend at least 10 minutes finding the instructions online for how to do it. Now I have 
those instructions saved in an email to myself under the subject line “how to clean printer drum” so I no 
longer have to go through all the steps of finding my printer’s model number and Googling it. 

After you’ve finished any process that you’ll need to repeat in the future, write yourself instructions for the 
most efficient way to do it and save those in an easily searchable place. 

5. You underestimate the costs of small time/energy leaks. 

Spending a little bit of time most days on your important but not urgent big-picture projects and/or 
improving your skills is often enough to dramatically enhance your overall outcomes compared with 
spending no time. On the flip side, small time and energy leaks can have a bigger negative impact than 
people perceive. That ten minutes you spend searching for keys or responding to an email that didn’t need 
an immediate reply, is inconsequential in and of itself. However, many of these instances can disrupt your 
flow, reinforce a negative sense of identity, and generally sap your energy. When you create systems (e.g., 
reducing unnecessary decisions, streamlining and simplifying tasks, batching, automating, outsourcing, or 
using checklists) that address small time/energy leaks, you’ll experience mental clarity benefits from doing 
so that far outstrip the time savings. 

While the tips in this article won’t solve all your productivity problems, they can give you a better shot at 
getting the most important things done. 

 

Alice Boyes, PhD is a former clinical psychologist turned writer and is author of The Healthy Mind 
Toolkit and The Anxiety Toolkit. 
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9 Ways to Say No to Busywork and Unrealistic Deadlines 
by Elizabeth Grace Saunders 

March 29, 2019 

The difference between living a life of peace and productivity versus a life of stress and resentment could lie 
in one simple skill: Learning how to say no. 

Saying no makes the difference between a packed schedule and an open one. It makes the difference 
between having too many tasks and having just the right amount. It makes the difference between working 
crazy hours and hitting deadlines without stress. 

But saying no can be tough. You might feel uncomfortable saying no because you worry about upsetting 
people, looking like you can’t handle your workload, or missing out on opportunities both now and in the 
future. 

But the truth is that when you never say no, you will actually increase the likelihood of the outcomes you 
fear. And when you do say no — when necessary — you reduce the likelihood of dropping balls and save 
your sanity. 

So how exactly do you say no? As a time management coach, I regularly work with coaching clients on 
learning to set boundaries and decline requests where needed. Here are a few of my best strategies for 
saying no in three critical areas: time commitments, tasks, and time frames. 

Time Commitments 

To dramatically open up hours in your schedule, you’ll need to start saying no to time commitments that 
aren’t the best use of your day. This means diverting yourself from the path of least resistance (accepting all 
requests that come your way), and instead asking yourself, “Is this the right investment of my time?” 

For example, let’s say you’re asked to volunteer on a committee. It’s a good initiative but not aligned with 
your personal passions or your professional development goals. It would mean at minimum three to five 
hours out of your work time each month, which add up to 36-60 hours over the course of a year. To decline 
gracefully say: 

“Thank you so much for asking me to be part of this committee. I’m really honored, but I’ll need to 
respectfully decline because I’m at capacity right now. Thank you for your understanding.” 

Or you’re asked to attend a meeting where your presence is not necessary. In fact, other people on your 
team may be a better fit. You might decline the meeting invite and say: 

“I saw the meeting invite. I appreciate the notice that it’s happening. Jerry will be representing our team. I 
know he’ll do a great job and will report back on anything we need to know.” 

Or perhaps you’re invited to go to lunch with individuals who you already see often and you have a project 
to work on, want to go to the gym, or simply want a break. You could say: 

“Thanks so much for the invite, but I already have some other commitments.” 

Saying no to time commitments that don’t align with your priorities or needs can lead to a small amount of 
initial discomfort but save you hours of time in the end. 

https://hbr.org/search?term=elizabeth%20grace%20saunders
https://hbr.org/2017/01/hbrs-best-on-saying-no-to-more-work


Tasks 

Most people have far more tasks on their to-do lists than they could possibly get done in a given day. This is 
especially true for individuals who try to help everyone before getting their own work done. To break out of 
this cycle, it’s time to start saying no. 

For instance, when someone asks you to do something that isn’t your job, you have every right to say no. 
But if you’ve said yes too much in the past, you may need to do some retraining to break people of the habit 
of asking you for every little thing. They’ll learn in time, especially if your response sounds something like 
one of these: 

“That’s not my area of expertise. I’m happy to give you Cheryl’s contact info, and I’m sure she would be 
happy to help you with that question.” 

“I think Tim, our intern, can order lunch for tomorrow’s meeting. I’ll forward the request on to him.” 

“Typically the meeting organizer pulls the report for the presentation.” 

When you’re asked to take on a project that is optional and you already have far more to do than you can 
get done right now, it’s also time to gracefully decline. You could say: 

“This sounds like a really interesting initiative. Unfortunately, I’m already maxed out on what I can take on 
right now. I wouldn’t be able to get to this for a couple of weeks/months. Since this is important to you, it’s 
probably best to give this to someone who can give it more time and attention.” 

Finally, when you’re in a meeting and people are talking about different tasks that need to get completed 
but you don’t have time to take on more, proceed with caution: Say nothing. Sit on your hands. Don’t 
volunteer. I literally have coaching clients who have me ask them every time we talk: “How many times did 
you volunteer for things?” Not offering to help is one of the best ways to say no. 

 Time Frames 

Sometimes the tasks that need to get done fall within your responsibility, but it’s the timing of requests that 
causes issues. In these instances, when and where you can, it’s helpful to say no to unreasonable schedules. 

I know that workplace expectations can vary, so depending on your job, you may not be able to use these 
strategies. But for those of you who have some latitude, consider these ways to push back on proposed 
deadlines. 

If you get asked to do something small by today when in fact the deadline is somewhat arbitrary, counter 
with an alternate deadline. Even a day or two of margin can shift something from a frustration that keeps 
you at the office late to not a big deal: 

“I would love to help you, but my time is already fully booked with commitments to [my boss, clients, etc.] 
today. I’ll get this back to you by Friday.” 

This may annoy some people. But hopefully in time, it will teach them to give you more notice. Some 
departments put in policies around how much lead time they need to turn around documents — for 
example two or three days. 

https://hbr.org/2019/03/how-to-get-your-to-do-list-done-when-youre-always-in-meetings


If you are often pinged in the evenings and the weekends, and you have the ability to set boundaries, do. 
Never having downtime can significantly contribute to burnout. One way to avoid unexpected after-hours 
work is to stay away from your work phone and email. But if you must say something, send a reply like this: 

“Hi, Joe! I just wanted to let you know that I saw I got an email from you. I’ll review your request first thing 
when I get back in the office.” 

Finally, if you receive a large project that you do need to do but the initial deadline isn’t reasonable given 
your other commitments, you can negotiate in a few ways. If the situation involves your boss, you can 
explain your different priorities and ask for direction on what to focus on first. If the situation involves 
someone other than your boss but you have the ability to set limits, you can come back to them with a 
counter proposal. If the situation involves someone other than your boss where you don’t have the 
authority to push back on deadlines, you may need to involve your boss in those conversations. In the end, 
the phrasing will likely sound something like this: 

“I hear that you would like this by the end of the month. But with the other projects we have going on, it 
won’t be possible to meet that deadline. I would like to propose a deadline of mid-next month. Does that 
sound reasonable?” 

These conversations may also lead to discussions around pulling in other resources, such as contractors, or 
rebalancing the work. 

Saying no isn’t easy. But it’s worth it. As you consider using these suggested tips and phrases in your own 
work, make sure you communicate quickly. People can typically take a no more easily when you don’t 
delay. 

And communicate with confidence. You don’t need to be overly apologetic. Say what you need to say and 
then move on. Remember, by saying no you’re saying yes to what matters most with your time. 

 
Elizabeth Grace Saunders is a time management coach and the founder of Real Life E Time Coaching & 
Speaking. She is author of How to Invest Your Time Like Money and Divine Time Management. Find out more 
at www.RealLifeE.com. 
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