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Our work day is made up of two types of actions — meetings and tasks 
(see fi gure 1.1). Whatever your industry or role, to work effectively 
you need to manage both of these types of work. I believe we face a 
fundamental challenge in managing these two activities, as they are 
very different, and require different strategies to organise them well. 
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Figure 1.1: meetings and tasks
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Meetings vs tasks
Meetings are what we call fi xed work — that is, they are fi xed in 
time: they need to happen at a specifi c time, and they have fi xed
start and (usually) fi nish times. This is mainly because other people 
are involved in meetings, so a time and location must be agreed to. 
Some roles are driven by meetings, while other roles may entail just 
a couple of meetings each week.

When you are not in meetings, you are probably doing tasks.
Sending emails, writing reports and preparing for presentations are
examples of tasks. Tasks may be date-specifi c without being time-
specifi c. Unlike fi xed meetings, tasks usually need to be done by a 
certain time, rather than at a certain time. Because of this they have 
a level of discretion attached to them. It is up to you when you 
do them. I call these actions fl exible. You might commit to calling
someone tomorrow without specifying what time you will call. This
makes it a task rather than a meeting. I believe what is needed more
than anything to manage tasks effectively is fl exibility. You need 
to be able to move things around, reschedule, re-prioritise and fi t
things into the cracks between other commitments.

Having worked with thousands of people over the past two decades,
I have noticed some common behaviours around how most people 
manage their meetings and tasks. These behaviours can hinder your
efforts to manage your work in a focused and proactive way:

■ Meetings are scheduled in one central calendar while tasks are 
often captured in lots of places.

■ Most of us can get to a meeting on time but often seem to leave
tasks until the last minute.

■ Meetings are usually managed using technology; tasks are too
often managed using paper-based tools or our memory.

■ Meetings are highly public while tasks may be private until
they are due, or overdue.

These have profound implications for our productivity. The fact that 
we have embraced technology to manage our meeting workload
but are, for the most part, still using paper tools to manage our task 
priorities has led to an imbalance in how we manage our time. In
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effect, we only really plan the use of this resource (time) when we 
schedule meetings, which may account for just half of our workload.
Using task management tools that separate our task workload from 
our meeting workload and do not manage tasks within the context
of time can lead to many productivity problems.

So what happened? Why did we shift so readily to electronic
calendars but not to electronic task lists?

Meeting tools — the shift from paper

to electronic
Meetings are a highly public type of work: if we forget a meeting it 
is visible to all involved. We need to remember when and where our 
meetings are happening, so in most cases we have adopted whatever 
group calendar tool is in place in our organisation. While there 
could be design improvements to all of these systems, in general 
they allow us to manage our meeting workload easily and effectively. 

So what do we need a calendar to do for us to ensure we turn 
up to the right meeting at the right time? We need to be able to 
schedule our meetings for a specifi c day and a specifi c time. We
need to block out our time between the start and the fi nish of the 
meeting so we don’t double book, and we need to be able to see at
a glance what we have scheduled for our day or week. In the 20th 
century workplace a paper diary did all of these things perfectly 
well, yet when electronic scheduling systems such as Outlook
arrived, in most cases there was a rapid and enthusiastic adoption 
of the new technology. Today most medium to large organisations 
in which people use computers and have access to email also use an
electronic calendar.

These electronic scheduling systems brought additional benefi ts 
to the table for an increasingly busy workforce. They increased
effi ciency, as we no longer had to rewrite our diary entries when 
things changed — we could just move them with the click of a 
button. They brought greater visibility, as we could now zoom in
and out of our schedule, from day to month view. But the greatest 
benefi t was increased collaboration, as we could now send meeting 
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invites that made it easier to coordinate a mutually convenient time 
to meet with groups of people, possibly in different locations. We 
could now check other people’s availability and choose appropriate 
times to meet with them. Managers could give their executive
assistants access to their calendar, which meant visibility for both 
and reduced duplication, error and confusion.

So the electronic calendar provided a more effi cient, fl exible and
trustworthy system for managing meetings. But this technology has
not been picked up with the same enthusiasm to manage the other
half of our work — our tasks and priorities. Let’s have a look at how 
most workers tend to manage these.

Task tools — stuck in the 20th century
The fl exible nature of tasks makes them a much more complex 
beast to manage. Tasks generally don’t have to be done at specifi c
times, so their timely completion is much more at the mercy of 
our willpower and discipline. And tasks are a more private type of 
work. The deadlines we need to meet in our roles are public, and it
becomes a problem if we don’t meet the due date, but when we do 
our work is our own affair. Most people don’t care when we do it,
as long as it is done by the deadline!

This has led to task systems that focus on the deadline, with no
thought to the start date or when we are actually going to put time 
aside to do the work. So we tend to pile work up in all sorts of 
places depending on how the work arrived, whether in our inbox,
our meeting notebook or our head. We might write a to-do list, but 
this often just specifi es due dates, not when we are going to do the 
work. These disparate ‘piles’ can lead to the following problems:

■ You don’t have a central view of everything you need to do.

■ You don’t plan the activities within the context of your most
precious resource — time.

■ Your meeting and task workloads become unbalanced.

■ You don’t prioritise your work as effectively as you should.

■ You often end up working reactively rather than proactively.
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There are two issues that most concern me with these ineffective 
task systems. Firstly, there is no sense of priority with a pile. What
is your most important next task — the email in your inbox, the 
paperwork on your desk, the call to return fl agged on the sticky 
note on your computer screen, or the next task on your to-do list?

Secondly, there is no real commitment to when you are going to do 
the work. Without at least a rough date for when you will complete, 
or at least start, the task, there is a real risk that the work will get left 
in the pile until it becomes urgent.

To work effectively in the modern workplace you need to set up 
a system to manage your actions that takes advantage of your 
electronic tools, a system that has the following four essential 
characteristics.

Firstly, you need fl exibility. Your meeting workload is relatively 
fi xed, but your task workload is fl exible by nature. You need to be 
able to move things around and make changes as your priorities
change, and to do this quickly and without friction. You also need 
visibility. If your priorities are not visible to you when you need to 
see them, there is a risk that you will forget them and will end up 
leaving things until the last minute. To be truly focused on your
most important work, you also need a sense of your priorities. And
lastly, you need a system that encourages proactivity. You should 
manage your time and attention proactively, and make sure you are 
doing the right work at the right time.

The following approach will help you to adopt an effective way of 
managing your actions.

Centralise absolutely every action
Centralise all of your actions in one place.

Your work reaches you in many different ways. You have externally 
driven work that comes in the form of emails, physical interruptions
and meeting actions. This work can be reactive and is often
operational in nature. You also have internally driven work that you 
should do to progress your objectives and projects. Whatever way
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the work arrives, centralising all of it in one place will help you to
manage it effectively.

In my experience, most people don’t have their tasks centralised.
They are usually captured in a range of places. Which of the 
following do you use to keep track of all the things you need to do?

❏ Inbox

❏ To-do list

❏ Meeting notes

❏ Paper piles on your desk

❏ Sticky notes

❏ Your head

❏ Voicemail

❏ Your desk pad

❏ Project plans

Because your work arrives through different channels, you can fall
into the trap of automatically managing the action in the place that
it arrived. For example, you may leave emails in your inbox until
you have dealt with them or leave reports on your desk until they 
are needed. You try to remember things to do, until they become 
urgent or overdue. In other words, by default, you are organising 
your work based on how it arrives rather than how important it is
or when it needs to be done.

Organising all email actions together, or all paper-driven actions 
together, does not help you to get the right work done at the right 
time. And it does not help you to prioritise what is most important.
Your work will just build up in piles and may become urgent before 
you fi nally get to it. The fact that these piles are not integrated 
means that you may lose sight of some of the tasks and reduce your
ability to prioritise your work.

One of the fi rst steps to regaining control is to centralise all of your 
tasks in one organising tool. When your actions are buried in separate 
piles, organising and consolidating them can seem daunting or even 
overwhelming. But it is really quite a simple process and for most
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people should not take more than a couple of hours. The benefi t
will be that you will have much more clarity about what needs your 
time and attention.

Your aim is to make everything you need to do visible in one central 
place. As I have said, your meetings are probably centralised in your 
calendar already, so that just leaves your tasks and priorities. Use
the following process to get your task workload centralised.

Consider — Capture — Commit
Get everything centralised ASAP.

The next step is to capture all your tasks in one place. The best way 
to do this is to set aside the time to do a total scan of all actions and
next steps that require your time and attention.

There are three phases to this total scan.

1. Consider

Identify all of the ways that your tasks will currently be listed.
These could be places where the tasks are currently sitting, such 
as your inbox or your written to-do list, or they could be contexts,
such as different roles or projects. Identifying these will help you to 
brainstorm a more complete list of actions.

Here are some questions to assist you in creating your list:

■ What tasks are in my inbox?

■ What is currently on my to-do list?

■ Do I have any calls to make/return?

■ Are there tasks in previous meeting notes that still need to be
actioned?

■ Is there paperwork on my desk reminding me to do
something?

■ What about those sticky notes on my computer screen?

■ What else is stuck in my head?
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■ What are the next-step tasks related to my current projects?

■ Do I need to prepare for any upcoming meetings?

■ Are there personal things I need to do?

■ What should I be doing within the context of my core roles?

2. Capture

Once you have considered your task locations, spend some
time capturing absolutely every task you can see or think of that 
deserves your time and attention. This can be done using paper or
electronically using a tool such as Excel or Word.

Don’t stop to complete any of these actions (even though you may 
feel compelled to when you spot some of the more urgent ones).
Just spend the time brainstorming, collecting and capturing.

3. Commit

Once you have created your exhaustive set of lists, you need to 
think about when you are going to allocate time to the action. 
This is an extremely important factor that will make the difference
between inaction and traction. You need to commit to when. When 
are you going to allocate time to the action? Without this there is a 
risk that you will make the lists but not actually do anything. Your 
tasks need time commitment to get traction.

In the coming chapters we will be looking at the best way to schedule
these actions. Some may end up as tasks in your centralised system;
some may end up as time blocked out in your calendar; and some
may end up being discussed in meetings or delegated to others.

We will also look at a proactive scheduling system that will help 
you to take what is probably a very large list (or several) and break 
it down into manageable and realistic pieces.

But fi rst spend some time getting clarity by doing the Consider–
Capture–Commit exercise. Do it low tech or do it high tech, just do
it and get yourself set to really get organised.
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Types of actions — hard to soft
Work out the best way to schedule the action.

Different actions need to be managed in different ways. Some of our
activities, such as meetings, are fi xed. They happen on a specifi c
date at a specifi c time. At the other end of the continuum are tasks 
that you will need to do at some stage but you are not yet in a 
position to even think about when. We need different tools and
strategies to manage these different types of activity and all of the
activities in between. If you schedule a non-critical activity into 
your calendar, it just creates noise. If you put an upcoming meeting 
on a list somewhere, you will probably forget to go. You need the 
right tool for the job. Figure 1.2 shows the different scheduling 
options available to manage your actions.

Figure 1.2: hard to soft scheduled tasks
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Figure 1.3 outlines fi ve ways you could schedule an action in your
calendar or task list. They range from very fl exible undated lists, 
which have no scheduled dates attached to them, to fi xed activities 
such as meetings, which are scheduled for a specifi c date, time and 
duration.

Undated task lists

Sometimes you may need to capture an action without actually
committing to a time to do it. For example, you may need to 
capture an idea, a future action (beyond the short term), a project 
task or a discussion item for one of your team. These tasks need 
to be captured now, but will not be scheduled yet. The lists can be 
reviewed and the actions scheduled when the time is right. Further 
on in this chapter we will look at some different places that you can
capture these actions, depending on their context.

Loosely scheduled tasks

Many of the things you need to do in the short to medium term
should be loosely scheduled as tasks for a particular date over the 
next couple of weeks or months. For example, you might need to
follow up with a client in the next few weeks, so you schedule the 

Figure 1.3: activities in Outlook
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call for Monday week. You may or may not make the call on that
day, but that is when you will start to consider that piece of work 
again. These tasks should be seen as ‘nice to do’ actions for the date
they are scheduled and may need to be rescheduled if you do not
get to them.

Date-specifi c priorities

There are some actions that must happen on a particular date but 
not necessarily at a specifi c time. If you make a commitment to call 
someone on Thursday, that is a date-specifi c action. These tasks 
should be scheduled for the appropriate day and highlighted in
some way so they stand out as a critical priority for that day. In
the old days we would highlight these tasks with an asterisk or a 
highlighter pen, or by making them an ‘A’ priority. 

Blocked-out time

Some tasks need to be blocked out as events in your calendar. While
this is overkill for most fl exible activities, it works well for:

■ tasks that must be done at a specifi c time

■ complex work (anything that requires more than an hour of 
concentration)

■ tasks you might otherwise procrastinate over

■ other time usage, such as travel time and lunch time.

By blocking out time in your calendar you will be protecting your 
time in two ways. Firstly, it will be harder for other people to steal 
it away by inviting you to meetings at that time. Secondly, it will 
protect you from your own procrastination.

Meetings

A meeting is a fi xed-time activity because other people are involved 
in the event. You need to lock in a date, time and duration and a 
location (which may be virtual). Your calendar is the obvious place 
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to capture this information as it is purpose-built to manage specifi c
timed events.

Understanding the best way to schedule an activity in your
centralised action management system helps you to balance your
work. Having a range of strategies at your disposal allows you to 
use the best tool for the job and creates a balance between fi xed and 
fl exible approaches.

Zoom in, zoom out
Zoom in and out of your schedule to execute and plan.

What is the right level of perspective needed to work effectively? I 
believe this depends on what you are doing, but broadly speaking
we need to zoom out when we are planning and zoom in when we 
are executing our plans. If we stay at the same level all the time, we 
reduce our ability to work productively.

Writing this book required constant zooming in and out. I needed 
to zoom in to paragraph and sentence level when writing, but if 
I stayed locked in the detail for too long I would lose sight of the 
bigger picture. At regular intervals I needed to zoom out to the 
chapter and part levels to review progress and plan adjustments.

When managing actions, people often tend to stay locked into one
level. They are either always zoomed out, looking at everything 
scheduled for the week, or they are zoomed in, focusing only 
on what is right in front of them. Optimal productivity requires
fl exibility, and zooming in and out provides the right perspective 
and level of detail at the right time. The trick is knowing which level
is most appropriate.

When you are planning, zooming out of your schedule to view 
the week helps give you perspective. You see the whole picture, 
you get context and you can make better decisions because of 
this. When you are on a road trip and using Google Maps™, 
zooming out helps you to plan a route or orientate yourself on 
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the map. You can get a better sense of where you are, where you 
are going and what might be the best way to get there. Once you 
have your route planned, you can zoom in to follow the turn-
by-turn directions.

When you are doing your work, or executing your plan, zooming 
in helps you to focus. A day view in your calendar will help you 
to do this. Don’t get distracted by everything you have on next 
week, or even later this week — focus on what you need to do 
today, or right now. Having zoomed out and taken the time to 
plan, you should trust your plans and your schedule. You don’t 
always need to see what is coming up around the bend; you 
just need to zoom out often enough to orientate yourself and 
anticipate the next few steps.

Use undated task lists
Capture low-priority actions in lists without committing 

them to a date.

As I have already stressed, one of the keys to managing actions 
effectively is to capture absolutely everything you may need to 
do, whether or not you are ready to schedule time for it. While I 
recommend the task list and calendar in Outlook as the best place 
to capture short-term actions, it is worth considering other places 
and tools to capture longer-term or ‘nice to do’ actions. These can 
be managed in undated task lists. Here are some ideas.

Outlook undated tasks

Outlook allows you to enter undated tasks that do not get allocated
to a specifi c date but do show up in your master task list (see 
fi gure 1.4, overleaf). This can be a good strategy to capture ideas or 
‘nice to do’ actions. If you do use this strategy, it is important that 
you review the list on a weekly basis to consider if any tasks deserve
to be date-activated.
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OneNote

OneNote is a note-taking tool that comes as part of the Offi ce
suite. While it is often used to capture and manage meeting notes,
it can also be used very easily to capture lists under specifi c
headings. Creating sections in OneNote for different projects
or endeavours gives you a place to park actions and regularly
review them. 

Mind maps

I am a big fan of using mind maps as a quick way to capture
information in a highly contextual way. Mind mapping is an
established technique for representing information using a central
topic, branches and sub-branches (see fi gure 1.5). It started out
in the 1970s as a paper-based technique and has now migrated to
digital technology in a big way. Many mind mapping programs,
online services and tablet apps are available to help you to capture 
and plan — anytime, anywhere.

Figure 1.4: undated tasks in Outlook
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Figure 1.5: a sample mind map

Paper notepad

It would be remiss of me to not mention the good old pen and
paper. I strongly believe that while your electronic calendar and
task list will serve you better for your date-activated work, a simple
page in a notebook can serve you well when capturing actions or
ideas that are not date-sensitive. For instance, assigning a page in
your notepad for each of your direct reports (or your manager)
means you have a consistent place to capture things you need to
discuss with them when you catch up. Just make sure you review
these regularly so they are not lost or forgotten.

Capture mind clutter
Get it out of your head and into a place you can trust.

Your brain is an amazing tool in so many ways, but the one thing
it does not always do well is remember things at the right time! 
It can hold millions of memories for a lifetime, but somehow
it fails to remind you to pick up batteries when you are at the
supermarket.

As the amount of information we need to hold on to increases, so
too does our need for tools to help us to manage it. We simply
cannot trust our brains to recall everything we need to do at the
right time.
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Trying to manage all these actions in your head leads to what I call 
mind clutter. A ‘mental note’ to remember to do something stays 
top-of-mind for a short period, but then gets buried under new 
thoughts. Because you tend to remember things by association, the 
thought will pop up again at some point, but often at the wrong 
time — when you are not in a position to complete the action.

You might need to send an email to a colleague. You make a mental 
note but promptly forget once you are back at your desk. Later 
that day you are in a meeting and your colleague is mentioned. By 
association, you remember that you had meant to send him the 
email. But you cannot send it now, so you make another mental 
note. And so it goes on all day, or all week. Each new mental 
note escalates your stress levels and mind clutter. Now multiply 
that by all of the things that you are trying to remember but are 
successfully forgetting!

The key to managing mind clutter is to consistently capture the
action in your centralised action management system when you fi rst 
think of it. Get into the habit of moving it out of your head to a place 
that you trust, using one of the mind clutter strategies in fi gure 1.6. 
If it is a meeting or appointment that you think of, put it straight 
in your calendar. If it is a task that does not require immediate
action, put it straight into your task list, preferably scheduled for
the appropriate day. If you are concentrating on a piece of work and 
think of something new that you need to do, get into the discipline
of fl icking straight to your action management system, capture the 
thought and get back to concentrating on your work.

Figure 1.6: mind clutter strategies
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What about when you are away from your desk? Take advantage 
of the mobile technology you have at your disposal. If your 
smartphone synchronises with your calendar and task list, 
capture the action on that and it will sync back to your main 
system. If you cannot schedule the action then and there, at least 
make it visible in some way so you can process it later when 
back at your desk. Send yourself an email or leave yourself a 
voicemail. That way you will make sure it can be picked up again 
and scheduled properly. At the very least, have a dedicated place 
where you write mind clutter down. But if you do that, make sure 
you centralise it into your action management system when you 
get back to your desk.

One of my clients, the head of a large law fi rm, learned the 

value of this approach. He had been trying to remember far 

too much stuff. This worked well enough when he was a young 

lawyer and the workplace operated at a slower, less information-

driven pace. 

He was trying not only to remember but also to organise 

everything he needed to do — the emails he needed to send, 

the calls he needed to make, the discussions he needed to 

have. But now, as he was working to lead the organisation 

through massive change, drive the business forward, inspire 

his team with vision and still manage the small matter of his 

own workload with key clients, his head was no longer cutting 

it as an organising tool.

He realised that by getting all the things he needed to do out 

of his head and into one place he trusted, in this case Outlook, 

his mind was freed up to think! He had more mental capacity to 

create, plan and add value.
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Tech tips
Centralising all of your work by using one organising tool will 

increase your focus and your ability to prioritise your time 

and attention. You could use a paper diary to centralise your 

actions, but a more relevant and effective tool to use today is

your email and calendar application, whether that be Outlook, 

Lotus Notes or Gmail. 

Here are some tips for leveraging your technology to centralise 

your work.

• Use the electronic task list in Outlook, Lotus Notes or 

Google Calendar to create a consolidated list of all your 

priorities. In my experience, most people do not use this 

function and so miss out on a powerful way to manage 

their priorities.

• Harness the power of mobile technology to capture actions 

on the run. Enter tasks using the task function on your

smartphone (make sure it is synced to your desktop task 

list in Outlook or similar). On the iPhone use Reminders.

If using an Android device or a Windows phone, look into 

purchasing an app that syncs with your desktop system.

• Download an app such as Instacorder on the iPhone to 

capture voice-memos and have them sent instantly to your

inbox. This is great for capturing mind clutter or ideas.

• If using Outlook and OneNote, you can capture actions in 

your meeting notes in OneNote and send them straight to 

your task list in Outlook using the Outlook Tasks button in

the ribbon toolbar.


