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ExecuƟve summary 

Readers of Management and Business Review will be familiar with much of the advice 

encountered in the Ɵme management literature. “Don’t focus on the urgent at the expense of 

the important.” “No is a two-leƩer word.” “Keep your workspace organized.” In our experience 

with execuƟves, colleagues, MBA students, and all high-funcƟoning professionals, the adopƟon 

of these pracƟces is quite limited. We aƩribute this to a lack of understanding of their 

complementary nature. Each recommendaƟon is typically considered in isolaƟon, but in fact 

they all amplify each other. To make this case, we draw on three central pillars of operaƟons 

management (OM), and offer new perspecƟves on Ɵme management in doing so. This 

perspecƟve also clarifies how each pillar paves the way for the others. The consequence of this 

complementarity is that, over Ɵme, the value of many of these pracƟces that we have all heard 

about is even greater than might appear from the way they tend to be portrayed. We hope that 

thinking about “the operaƟons of you” will provide addiƟonal sƟmulus to try it out, one small 

change at a Ɵme. 

 

Introductory Note 

The authors show how applying insights from operaƟons management to personal Ɵme 

management can help explain why many common Ɵme management pracƟces work, and how 

they are complementary. They argue that our Ɵme is the boƩleneck, that some slack is 

necessary, and that the cumulaƟve effect of implemenƟng small conƟnuous improvement steps 

can be powerful and self-propelling. 
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Readers of Management and Business Review will be familiar with much of the advice 

encountered in the Ɵme management literature. “Don’t focus on the urgent at the expense of 

the important.” “No is a two-leƩer word.” “Keep your workspace organized.” The list goes on. 

Much of the advice is sensible. Nevertheless, in our experience with execuƟves, colleagues, 

MBA students, and all high-funcƟoning professionals, the adopƟon of these pracƟces is quite 

limited. We aƩribute this to a lack of understanding of their complementary nature. Each 

recommendaƟon, while plausible, is considered in isolaƟon, while, in fact, these pracƟces all 

amplify each other. Any one of them, by itself, may not seem worthwhile, but together they 

provide a powerful self-perpetuaƟng force. To make this case, we draw on three central pillars 

of operaƟons management (OM). That might seem a strange place to look for advice on human 

Ɵme management, but OM revolves around geƫng the most out of scarce resources. If our 

Ɵme is scarce, the core principles of OM should apply to us too. We translate each of these 

pillars to the realm of personal Ɵme management. By drawing on tools and insights from OM, 

this translaƟon offers new perspecƟves on Ɵme management. It also clarifies how each pillar 

paves the way for the others. The consequence of this complementarity is that, over Ɵme, the 

value of many of these pracƟces that we have all heard about is even greater than might appear 

from the way they tend to be portrayed. 

 

The first pillar of OM is the Theory of Constraints as popularized in GoldraƩ’s widely-read novel 

The Goal;1 its central prescripƟon is to idenƟfy the boƩleneck in an organizaƟon, and then 

manage accordingly. If our Ɵme is our main constraint, we ourselves are the boƩleneck in our 

own lives. (Don’t worry, that is a good thing: the boƩleneck should be the most valuable 

resource.) The Ɵme-tested lessons from The Goal should apply to us too. Do you have enough 

Ɵme to do everything you want? If you do, you can stop reading this. If not, we hope that taking 

5-10 minutes to read this short arƟcle will be an excellent investment of your Ɵme. 

 

If our Ɵme is our main constraint, we ourselves  

are the boƩleneck in our own lives. 
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The unpredictability of what lands on our plate, and when, poses an inescapable challenge, and 

brings us to the second pillar of OM: queueing theory. Most readers have a longer to-do list 

than they like, and it takes too long to get things done. Queueing theory highlights the 

combined effects of uƟlizaƟon (being busy) and variability. It explains why some slack is 

essenƟal to tame the to-do list, and why reducing variability, which may seem only a second-

order effect, is so valuable. It also teaches that even small improvements maƩer. So how does 

one make those small improvements? 

 

Enter the third pillar: the discipline of conƟnuous improvement, as embodied in Liker’s book 

The Toyota Way.2 The Toyota ProducƟon System, the operaƟonal embodiment of the philosophy 

that defines the Toyota Way, is the gold standard, proven over decades around the world, at 

Toyota and copied by many others, in both manufacturing and service industries. The 

improvement from any single change is oŌen modest; the cumulaƟve effect of relentlessly 

pursuing conƟnuous improvement makes it so powerful. Many pracƟces associated with the 

Toyota Way apply to our own Ɵme management too, as does the power of compounding: 

imagine trying to match the producƟvity of a colleague who has made one incremental 

improvement every week for the past 30 years.  

 

In this paper, we explain how these three pillars of OM apply to ourselves. The specific Ɵme 

management pracƟces we refer to have all been advocated elsewhere, but oŌen in a rather ad 

hoc manner. RevisiƟng the abundant Ɵme management advice through this OM perspecƟve 

demonstrates how many individual recommendaƟons reinforce each other. One student, a 

former soŌware engineer, realized “Ɵme management is just operaƟons.”3 We hope that 

thinking about “the operaƟons of you” will provide addiƟonal sƟmulus to try it out, one small 

change at a Ɵme. 

 

 

You are the boƩleneck; now what? 
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GoldraƩ’s The Goal introduces a five-step process for managing boƩlenecks. Let’s look at how 

applying these to ourselves helps us make the best use of our Ɵme.  

 

Step 1: idenƟfy the boƩleneck 

 

A boƩleneck is any resource whose capacity is less than or equal to the demand placed upon it. 

Consider a small clinic, with one physician who can see ten paƟents per hour, and a recepƟonist 

who can check in fiŌeen paƟents per hour. If the recepƟonist actually admiƩed fiŌeen paƟents 

per hour the waiƟng room would fill up: the physician is the boƩleneck. A boƩleneck is not a 

flaw, it is an inevitable feature of any constrained system. Ideally, the boƩleneck should be the 

most scarce resource. If the clinic’s only constraint were chairs for paƟents to sit on, you could 

easily alleviate that boƩleneck by buying more chairs. 

 

What is the boƩleneck in your life? Your Ɵme. CogniƟve neuroscienƟst LeviƟn implicitly treats 

the mind’s central execuƟve as the boƩleneck resource, emphasizing its capacity constraint. 4 

His exploraƟon of how to best use that scarce resource provides a deeper scienƟfic 

underpinning for several of the parallels between OM and Ɵme management.   

 

Step 2: opƟmize the boƩleneck 

 

GoldraƩ’s overarching prescripƟon is to avoid wasƟng boƩleneck Ɵme: “an hour lost on a 

boƩleneck is an hour lost for the enƟre plant.” Applied to us, that can take many forms.  

 

• RouƟnes. These allow you to do more, without adding raw hours of work Ɵme. Former 

Apple CEO Tim Cook tried to always eat at the Apple cafeteria so he did not have to think 

about what to eat.5 An aƩorney observed that “by creaƟng beƩer systems and rouƟnes, 

I can manage my workload more effecƟvely and keep things moving without becoming 

overwhelmed.” 
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• Have a to-do list ready. A boƩleneck should not spend Ɵme not knowing what to do. 

You do not have to do everything on the list immediately, but whenever an idle moment 

presents itself the list will give you useful things to prioriƟze. 

• Avoid harmful mulƟtasking. Every Ɵme we switch between acƟviƟes, we incur an 

invisible but real cogniƟve switching cost. Asking the brain to switch aƩenƟon between 

acƟviƟes burns up fuel, leading to mental exhausƟon.4 Our mind cannot actually mulƟ-

task; it rapidly jumps back and forth between tasks, incurring switching costs every Ɵme. 

MulƟtasking is parƟcularly bad when switching between two cogniƟvely demanding 

tasks.6 Newport emphasizes the importance of working in larger batches of Ɵme,7 just as 

GoldraƩ already recommended for boƩlenecks. One simple but powerful tool is to 

switch off (almost) all noƟficaƟons on your devices. ‘Focus’ and ‘Do Not Disturb’ modes 

can silence noƟficaƟons automaƟcally during set hours, blocks of deep work, or at 

specific locaƟons. Even if you don’t respond to every noƟficaƟon, your mind wastes 

scarce capacity observing and then trying to ignore it. Of course, humans have to work 

on mulƟple tasks during the day; the key is to always do so in such a way that switching 

is minimized and that the cogniƟve cost of the remaining unavoidable switching is kept 

as small as possible. 

• Outsource. Even if you are good at something, that doesn’t mean you should be doing it; 

and if you’re not good at it, then even more reason to outsource to someone who is. AI 

has vastly expanded the scope and feasibility of what we can outsource. SomeƟmes you 

can use money to “buy Ɵme” by outsourcing work; happiness and Ɵme experts such as 

Holmes8 and Whillans9 advocate this wherever possible. 

• Say no. “No is a two-leƩer word” is one of the most frequently-encountered bits of Ɵme 

management advice. Is this task important enough to do? What will happen if we just 

don’t do it? Drucker disƟnguishes between doing the right things (being effecƟve) and 

doing things right (being efficient).10 Saying no is about effecƟveness; we examine 

efficiency later. As Porter and Nohria point out, CEOs cannot create more Ɵme, so they 

have to be careful how they allocate it.11 Saying no can also mean deleƟng apps from 
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your phone that take more Ɵme than they are worth, minimizing the amount of Ɵme 

spent on commuƟng, and much else. 

 

A key element is recognizing the opportunity cost of your Ɵme. Saying “yes” to something 

inevitably means saying “no” to something else. A common fallacy is to embark on one project 

that sounds more appealing than another, but failing to recognize that it will take much more 

Ɵme, so the value per unit boƩleneck Ɵme may be lower. A busy independent consultant may 

well be beƩer off taking on a new engagement yielding $50,000 for 50 hours of work than a 

seemingly more juicy $100,000 project that will take 250 hours. Decisions about which tasks to 

pursue should be made based not only on the tasks, but also on the opportunity cost of your 

Ɵme. To make maƩers worse, that opportunity cost is oŌen increasing over Ɵme, as the 

consultant gains more experience or an execuƟve’s career advances. That opportunity cost need 

not be purely financial; for a young professional, starƟng a family may also drasƟcally increase 

that opportunity cost. All this makes invesƟng in Ɵme management today all the more urgent, 

as we explore later.  

 

Once we have opƟmized our boƩleneck, what next? 

 

Step 3: subordinate everything else to the boƩleneck 

 

The other part of GoldraƩ’s prescripƟon about making opƟmal use of the boƩleneck is to stop 

worrying about non-boƩleneck Ɵme.  

 

• Delegate. Is this task something only you can do? A common fallacy is “I’ll do it myself 

because I can do it much faster than my assistant.” This ignores the difference in 

opportunity costs: if yours is $1,000 per hour, and your assistant’s is $100, it is worth 

delegaƟng even if your assistant takes five Ɵmes as long. If you worry that it will take you 

longer to explain the task than to just do it yourself, it may be Ɵme to write out the steps 

involved so you can delegate more efficiently. 
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• Have all inputs ready when you need them. If you need to make a decision that 

depends on others, make sure you have their input. If you start weighing pros and cons 

and some pieces are missing, you’ve just wasted boƩleneck Ɵme.  

• Non-boƩlenecks should not keep you waiƟng. When you take your (non-boƩleneck) 

teenager to soccer pracƟce, they should be waiƟng for you, not the other way around. 

Idle Ɵme on a non-boƩleneck is perfectly fine (and actually has other benefits too).  

• Avoid pseudo-producƟvity. Reassure people working for you that it’s OK to not always 

try to look busy (what Newport calls pseudo-producƟvity12), otherwise they will 

generate work for everyone, including you.  

 

Individuals working in organizaƟons need to recognize the limitaƟons to this mindset. If 

everyone follows our prescripƟons rigidly, treaƟng their own Ɵme as the ulƟmate boƩleneck, 

organizaƟons will grind to a halt. It will become impossible to find meeƟng Ɵmes; teams will 

stop funcƟoning. OrganizaƟons need to establish a hierarchy of boƩlenecks; the CEO is usually 

the dominant boƩleneck, so the rest should be subordinated to the CEO.11 The relaƟve ranking 

of boƩlenecks need not correspond perfectly to the organizaƟonal hierarchy; a single 

specialized engineer can be a major boƩleneck, as illustrated nicely in The Phoenix Project,13 

which applies the theory of boƩlenecks to the world of IT. Managers need to idenƟfy the 

appropriate organizaƟonal rhythms, balancing between respecƟng everybody’s individual Ɵme, 

while enforcing the degree of synchronizaƟon that the organizaƟon needs.  

 

AŌer you have opƟmized your Ɵme and others are not interfering with it, what next? 

 

Step 4: elevate the boƩleneck 

 

You cannot squeeze 25 hours in a 24-hour day, but you can increase efficiency (more output for 

given capacity) and cogniƟve capacity itself. Increasing efficiency is the “get more done” 

mindset that is so common in Ɵme management.  
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Although you cannot create Ɵme, you can create more useful Ɵme. PrevenƟve maintenance is 

well-established in OM: someƟmes it is beƩer to shut down a boƩleneck machine to help keep 

it running opƟmally, rather than waiƟng for it to fail and face a lengthy downƟme to fix it. 

PracƟces such as exercise, diet and mindfulness are all forms of prevenƟve maintenance, that 

help prevent burnout and increase how much cogniƟve capacity you have during the day. 

According to a former military execuƟve, “thinking about personal producƟvity through an 

operaƟons lens makes mindfulness feel much more pracƟcal and acƟonable.” In fact, such 

pracƟces may allow you to experience more Ɵme than what your synchronized mobile devices 

might suggest.14 ElevaƟng the boƩleneck may sound like a heavy liŌ, but does not require big 

steps; many small increments add up.  

 

Although you cannot create Ɵme, 

you can create more useful Ɵme. 
 

Step 5: re-opƟmize  

 

Managing by the boƩleneck is a never-ending cycle. TradiƟonally, Step 5 is “find the next 

boƩleneck”. Once you have elevated the boƩleneck, the next weakest link becomes the new 

boƩleneck. If the clinic we saw earlier hires an addiƟonal physician, the recepƟonist becomes 

the boƩleneck. Now we have to opƟmize the recepƟonist’s Ɵme, subordinate everything to the 

recepƟonist, elevate the recepƟonist’s capacity, etc.  

 

Our boƩleneck is not going to shiŌ from our Ɵme to something else, but we sƟll need to keep 

iteraƟng through these steps, because circumstances change. New technologies come along 

that can help or hinder; we get assigned to new projects and have new co-workers; our 

prioriƟes and objecƟves may shiŌ. This requires us to go back to Steps 2, 3, and 4, and re-

opƟmize as circumstances change, rethink how we coordinate, and explore new ways to elevate 

our capacity.  
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Some recent Ɵme management literature, such as Burkeman’s Four Thousand Weeks,15 focuses 

more on wellbeing rather than producƟvity for its own sake, and we couldn’t agree more. Even 

Allen’s Geƫng Things Done,16 one of the all-Ɵme best-selling books on Ɵme management, is 

subƟtled The Art of Stress-Free ProducƟvity and emphasizes value and wellbeing. The ulƟmate 

objecƟve of managing Ɵme is not to just get more done, but to get more value and joy out of 

what you do. A financial analyst at an entertainment firm found that “thinking about 

mindfulness this way makes it feel less like a separate habit and more like good operaƟonal 

discipline for how we manage our Ɵme and aƩenƟon.” That requires paying aƩenƟon to what 

you care about, and why, but that takes Ɵme. It requires taking care of physical and emoƟonal 

health, but that also takes Ɵme. As we constantly learn more about our true values, we 

inevitably need to re-opƟmize. Managing by the boƩleneck is a cycle, not a checklist. 

 

The first major pillar of OM, the Theory of Constraints, essenƟally tells us how to get the most 

out of our Ɵme. What happens when boƩlenecks collide with uncertainty?  

 

 

The need for slack 

 

The tradiƟonal boƩleneck is a machine, and the goal is to use it opƟmally, oŌen thought of as 

striving for 100% uƟlizaƟon, but that ignores variability. Think of yourself as a “server.” Tasks 

arrive at random Ɵmes, each of which will demand an uncertain amount of your Ɵme (your 

capacity) to complete. This is a basic queueing system. Queueing theory describes how long 

your queue, or your to-do list, will be, and how long it will take you to complete a task aŌer it 

joins your queue. Even though your personal life is far more complex than a simple queueing 

model, the central insight from queueing sƟll holds: the to-do list and the compleƟon Ɵmes 

increase disproporƟonately with uƟlizaƟon and variability. UƟlizaƟon is how busy you are. Our 

physician could see ten paƟents per hour. If only one paƟent actually shows up per hour, the 

physician’s uƟlizaƟon is 1/10 = 10%, and there will almost never be a queue. With so much 

slack, variability in when paƟents arrive and how much Ɵme they need doesn’t really maƩer. If 
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eight paƟents arrive per hour, on average, the physician’s uƟlizaƟon is 80%. Even though their 

capacity is sufficient on average, there will oŌen be queues due to the variability in paƟent 

arrivals and service duraƟons. If one paƟent takes 20 minutes, several more paƟents might 

arrive during that Ɵme. Eventually, though, the queue will clear up. 

 

If ten paƟents arrive per hour, the queues will grow infinitely long. The physician is the 

boƩleneck. SomeƟmes they have nothing to do, due to the variability in arrivals. The physician 

only has precisely enough capacity to meet demand, so whenever they lose some Ɵme, they 

can never make it up. A former soŌware engineer noted that “even if I planned my day perfectly 

around average expected Ɵming, any deviaƟon could result in the enƟre schedule being messed 

up.” Queueing theory shows that even with uƟlizaƟon below 100%, variability creates queues 

and delays. The closer you get to 100% uƟlizaƟon, the worse it gets. This is the “curse of 

variability” in Figure 1: geƫng just a liƩle busier can cause queues and delays to become 

disproporƟonately longer. The effect of small changes is a fundamental insight from queueing 

theory. If you are already very busy, a few unexpected tasks can completely throw your fragile 

schedule into disarray, causing massive delays and all the associated headaches. In Figure 1, 

when your uƟlizaƟon increases from 85% to 90%, the effect on your to-do list is much more 

dramaƟc than if it increases from 50% to 55%, and the larger the variability, the higher this 

difference. An analyst at a healthcare company recognized this: “When my schedule is too full, 

even small disrupƟons create a backlog that feels much bigger than it should.” 

 

On the posiƟve side, if you’re already very busy, then even a relaƟvely small decrease in 

uƟlizaƟon, e.g. from 95% to 90%, can lead to noƟceable improvements in your inbox. How do 

we make that happen? Because uƟlizaƟon and variability conspire to cause these delays, those 

are the two levers we can use to make things beƩer. 
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 Figure 1: A backlog grows disproporƟonately with uƟlizaƟon and variability 

 

Lever 1: reduce uƟlizaƟon (create slack) 

 

This is what we discussed earlier, under opƟmizing and elevaƟng the boƩleneck. By reducing 

arrival of work (saying no), or by working faster (e.g., using rouƟnes), you decrease your 

uƟlizaƟon. This will immediately shorten your to-do list and reduce delays, which has further 

posiƟve spillovers. It is stressful to carry around a long list of to-do’s, so your cogniƟve capacity 

decreases, so it takes you longer to complete tasks, so your to-do list becomes even longer, etc. 

The vicious cycle is clear, as is the remedy: limit how many items can be on your to-do list, such 

as by finishing tasks before accepƟng new ones. We recognize that this is an oversimplificaƟon: 

saying no will not automaƟcally free up Ɵme on your calendar, as something else will take its 

place, if you let it. Truly creaƟng some slack requires taking to heart the inescapable truth in the 

aforemenƟoned Burkeman’s Four Thousand Weeks: there will never be enough Ɵme to do it all. 

Life is full of surprises, and someƟmes an opportunity comes along that is truly too good to pass 

up, even if it means temporarily working at full capacity. “Full capacity” is itself a stretchable 
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concept for humans; working a few extra hours or temporarily hiring an assistant during a peak 

can make a big difference in keeping to-do lists and response Ɵmes under control, but that 

should be the excepƟon; as a norm, it is not sustainable. “Slack” does not have to mean doing 

nothing at all; spending Ɵme on prevenƟve maintenance, recharging physically or emoƟonally, 

is a perfectly legiƟmate use of slack. A former business development manager realized that 

“maintaining deliberate slack is not laziness but a raƟonal strategy.”  

 

Lever 2: reduce variability 

 

You can reduce variability by scheduling recurring tasks ahead of Ɵme, proacƟvely smoothing 

the incoming flow. This is the idea behind metering on-ramps on Californian freeways: by 

reducing the variability of merging traffic, the freeway flows more smoothly. If April is always 

busy because of tax season, schedule your medical check-ups for a different part of the year. 

Quarterly reports are a classic and oŌen poorly managed cause of spikes in demand. The other 

variability is in how long things take. Using rouƟnes, standard procedures, and checklists help to 

reduce this variability. This may require some upfront investment in documenƟng processes, 

which can make future work both faster (lower uƟlizaƟon) and more predictable (lower 

variability). CreaƟng standard process flowcharts and templates for recurring reports can make 

a big difference. A former manager at a major bank put it as follows: “operaƟons teaches that 

the goal isn’t maximum busyness, it’s smooth flow.” Variability is a tricky concept to grasp and 

not immediately visible, so oŌen neglected; the analyƟcal lens of queueing theory shows how 

impacƞul it can be, for beƩer or worse. The only way to be both responsive and busy is by 

controlling variability. 

 

 

Walk the Toyota Way 

 

We have argued that you are your boƩleneck, and that you need slack to accommodate the 

inevitable variability. Slack does not have to mean goofing off; instead, that slack can be 
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reinvested in small changes, that then lead to further improvements, and so on. Slack is what 

enables conƟnuous improvement. What do those small changes look like? In the language of 

The Goal, how do we keep opƟmizing and elevaƟng the boƩleneck? The Toyota Way, the gold 

standard of self-propelling conƟnuous improvement, is not about machines and robots; first and 

foremost, it is about people. Toyota itself says “It is based on the premise of making work easier 

for workers.”17 Although Toyota is known for making cars, the underlying principles of the 

Toyota Way have been applied in many other seƫngs, including soŌware development, health 

care, and non-profits.  

 

Slack is what enables conƟnuous improvement. 
 

A core part of the Toyota Way is to avoid waste (or “muda”) of effort, talent, Ɵme, money, 

resources, space, polluƟon, whatever. To do that, the Toyota Way prescribes idenƟfying and 

fixing the root causes of waste, rather than hiding them. This is hard: our human tendency is to 

want to get stuff done quickly, rather than do the hard work of asking why something is 

happening. What does conƟnuous improvement look like in the Toyota Way, and how does that 

map into common Ɵme management pracƟces? We do not propose that you should adopt all of 

the pracƟces that follow; find what works, and keep experimenƟng and improving. The Toyota 

Way is not a bag of tools, but a philosophy, so take what follows in that spirit. 

 

To-do lists and kanban boards: make it visual 

 

Time management gurus invariably preach creaƟng clear visual lists. This helps you know what 

to do, and forces you to organize tasks according to your prioriƟes. It also helps by externalizing 

your memory, which reduces cogniƟve load: once you put everything on a to-do list, you don’t 

need to worry anymore about forgeƫng something. A health care analyst told us “geƫng things 

out of my head and into a system makes it easier to focus and be present.” To-do lists are, 

paradoxically, very liberaƟng. An experienced consultant shared “I started implemenƟng it this 

past week and already feel a noƟceable sense of clarity and relief once those items are out of 
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my head and organized somewhere else.” The list provides a visual warning when you are taking 

on too much at once, making it easier to say “no.” Lists are shareable, making it easier to 

coordinate and delegate. 

 

The Toyota Way is also very visual. Workers easily see what they need to work on. SomeƟmes a 

“kanban” board shows where each job is in the process, so each worker knows exactly what to 

work on next. Kanban boards have become common in agile soŌware development (itself 

influenced by the Toyota Way), where they help teams visually keep track of projects. Tools such 

as Jira and Asana include kanban boards for teams, and a variety of tools exist for individuals 

too. For others it can be as simple as a collecƟon of post-it notes on a whiteboard. A soŌware 

engineer described how they limit work-in-process and only “pull” the next task once the 

previous one is finished.  

 

Build rouƟnes; standardize work 

 

Doing something for the first Ɵme is oŌen difficult. It takes Ɵme and willpower to start a new 

pracƟce, whether making to-do lists or exercise, even if you know it’s good for you. Time 

management recommends rouƟnes: habits replace willpower and conserve cogniƟve effort. 

(Recall Tim Cook’s Apple cafeteria rouƟne.) Some authors recommend planning your ouƞits for 

the enƟre week ahead of Ɵme, so you don’t spend Ɵme and energy in the morning thinking 

about what to wear. A porƞolio manager commented that “operaƟons theory reframes Ɵme 

management as system design rather than willpower.” 

 

Doing the same task the same way every Ɵme reduces variability in processing Ɵmes, workload 

and quality. This sounds boring, but standardizaƟon is a requirement for creaƟvity: it is 

impossible to genuinely improve a process that is all over the place. StandardizaƟon does not 

mean never making changes, but eliminaƟng unnecessary variability. The Toyota Way does not 

like waste, and unnecessary variability leads to wasted effort.  
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Foolproofing; poka-yoke 

 

Spending boƩleneck Ɵme to re-do work that was not done correctly first Ɵme is a big no-no, 

which is why the Toyota Way aims to make processes foolproof, known as “poka-yoke.” Many 

pracƟces become more powerful if they are made foolproof. If you need periods of 

uninterrupted Ɵme to work, you can physically unplug your internet router to block the 

temptaƟon to check your email. If that is too drasƟc, a variety of tools exist to block distracƟons 

on your phone or laptop. Puƫng your phone charger in a fixed locaƟon away from your 

workplace keeps your phone (with all its distracƟons) out of sight when you need to do deep 

work, and you always know where it is. Some email programs display a pop-up message “you 

may have forgoƩen an aƩachment; send anyway?”, another example of foolproofing. Both 

Gmail and Outlook let you delay outgoing email to allow you to catch mistakes, such as sending 

an email to the wrong people, or sending something you will later regret and need to spend 

Ɵme puƫng right. A finance manager at a major entertainment company observed that 

“instead of buffering in Ɵme for us to triple-check everything, we should dummy-proof our 

models and prep our decks more.” 

 

Inbox zero – control Work-in-Process (WIP) 

 

Email is a top source of stress for many overworked professionals. How does inbox zero help? 

Every Ɵme you open your inbox, your mind subconsciously processes every email, even those it 

has seen before, wasƟng cogniƟve resources, another of LeviƟn’s observaƟons.4 Instead, when 

you open your inbox, you should immediately take one of three acƟons: delete it, deal with it 

immediately (if it can be done quickly enough), or put it on your to-do list and perhaps schedule 

a future Ɵme to process it. OŌen enough, an email you had scheduled for later will have been 

resolved by then. Inbox zero may sound daunƟng, but people tend to find it incredibly 

liberaƟng; just imagine email no longer being a source of stress in your life. The improved 

search capabiliƟes of email soŌware do not make inbox zero redundant, as you will sƟll waste 

cogniƟve capacity looking at all those emails, divining which ones need aƩenƟon, even if you 
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have flagged others as read—or prompƟng an AI agent to do so on your behalf. Inbox zero does 

not need to mean “zero at all Ɵmes”; there will be inevitable spikes, but having a system to 

prevent the spikes from geƫng out of hand and regularly bringing the inbox back to zero is what 

maƩers. 

 

Inbox zero is closely related to several core pracƟces in the Toyota Way, such as Just-In-Time and 

the 5S framework for a clean and organized workspace (oŌen translated as “Sort, Straighten, 

Shine, Standardize, Sustain”). Large amounts of work-in-process (WIP) cause delays, which 

means mistakes get found later. High WIP makes it hard to know what to work on, as everything 

eventually becomes urgent. High WIP causes errors and makes it easy to hide them, unƟl they 

come back and bite. A fintech manager wrote “when my desk is cluƩered, my inbox is full of 

unread emails, and I have dozens of browser tabs open, it becomes hard to see what actually 

maƩers. By keeping my workspace clean and my to-do's list lean, I can idenƟfy problems earlier 

and focus on what truly needs aƩenƟon.”  

 

Fix annoyances at root; pull the andon cord and employ kaizen 

 

In the Toyota Way, whenever a worker encounters a problem, they pull the “andon” cord, a way 

of signaling that something needs aƩenƟon and possibly stopping the producƟon line 

temporarily to deal with it. We need the same ability to stop what we’re doing and step back. If 

we’re in the middle of something frustraƟng, we should ask ourselves whether there isn’t a 

beƩer way or why we’re doing this at all. You open your laptop, energized for a producƟve 

session, but the soŌware was updated overnight and is not behaving the way you are used to; 

some default seƫngs (such as where to save files) have changed and now you have to manually 

keep modifying them. It’s annoying but you’re too busy to fix it, so you just keep spending Ɵme 

(and energy) fighƟng with the soŌware. The Toyota Way would tell you to stop, idenƟfy the root 

cause of what is happening, and do a quick web search to find how to reset the defaults to what 

you want. When you are genuinely too busy to fix this now, schedule it for later: don’t let these 
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annoyances accumulate. Any one of them by itself is minor, but over Ɵme they can seriously 

hinder your producƟvity. You should control the soŌware, not the other way around.  

 

We can apply conƟnuous improvement, or “kaizen”, to anything. We are all sƟll learning how AI 

can work for us. It is easy to give it a prompt, such as “take this report and write a 1-page 

execuƟve summary for my boss” and then be disappointed with the output and give up on AI 

for that purpose altogether. Instead, we should ask ourselves why it didn’t work, experiment 

with beƩer prompts (AI can even help with that), and keep improving how we use AI.  

 

Parkinson’s Law; eliminate waste (muda) 

 

Parkinson’s Law is the principle that work expands to fill the available Ɵme; Ɵme management 

gurus therefore advise to not allocate too much Ɵme for any given task. If you think wriƟng a 

memo will take four hours, try scheduling it for three hours. PragmaƟsm is important: if it’s 

really not finished in three hours, don’t send it to your boss; even if it takes three and a half 

hours, that’s thirty minutes saved. How does this fit with our earlier mantra to “create slack”? 

Simple: you create slack in your day by eliminaƟng (unnecessary) slack in individual tasks. 

 

Reducing waste, or muda, is at the very core of the Toyota Way. This is where the noƟon of 

“lean” operaƟons comes from. A system with too much slack feels no pressure to improve. If 

your deadlines are too relaxed, unnecessary recurring delays will not bother you, so you feel no 

need to eliminate them. Maybe every project gets delayed towards the end because the 

customer’s requirements were not clear, and you end up making last-minute adjustments. Even 

if you do not miss the deadline, you are sƟll wasƟng Ɵme and energy. Seƫng more ambiƟous 

deadlines (reducing slack) would force those problems into the open, nudging you to find a way 

to clarify customer expectaƟons earlier, to avoid the back-and-forth at the end. 

 

Operate with slack; avoid overburden (muri) 
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We have argued both for and against slack. In Factory Physics, Hopp and Spearman arƟculate 

the OM perspecƟve on slack well.18 Some slack (which they refer to as “buffer”) is essenƟal to 

accommodate the variability that you have not (yet) been able to get rid of, and that slack can 

be in the form of inventory, capacity, or Ɵme. For a writer, inventory can be an inventory of 

posts ready to go on Substack, capacity is how many posts they can produce per week, and Ɵme 

refers to the interval unƟl the next post goes live. If the Ɵme between posts doesn’t maƩer, or if 

capacity is much higher than the work involved, then no inventory is needed. How much slack is 

needed, and what type, depends on the variability one faces. The Toyota Way requires slack, 

just not unnecessary slack. It explicitly argues against overburdening workers (muri), as 

excessive workload is unsustainable and makes it impossible to invest in conƟnuous 

improvement. Without some slack, no Ɵme management pracƟce is going to work. They almost 

always require an investment of some Ɵme upfront to save more Ɵme later. Slack in resources is 

what creates the snowball effect of small changes conƟnuously paving the way for further 

improvements (but too much slack in tasks stops the snowball in its track). A markeƟng 

execuƟve was grateful that “knowing that slack can be healthy and a crucial component for 

achieving conƟnuous improvement makes me feel less guilty.”  

 

The Toyota Way requires slack, 

just not unnecessary slack. 
 

Three closing thoughts on the Toyota Way and you 

 

For the Toyota Way to work in pracƟce, there are several important precondiƟons.  

 

First, employees who do not experience psychological safety cannot follow the Toyota Way. A 

worker afraid of being yelled at will not signal a defect or suggest Ɵghter deadlines. The same 

applies to you. Accept that not everything will work and don’t beat yourself up about it, but you 

don’t know unƟl you try.  
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“Trying” is the second prerequisite: a culture of experimentaƟon. The Toyota Way emphasizes 

the importance of “gemba” or “genchi genbutsu”, going to see how the work actually gets done, 

in order to understand how to improve it. ExperimentaƟon in Ɵme management means trying 

out new pracƟces in your own daily workflow. You are unlikely to immediately seƩle on the 

exact form of to-do lists that works best for you, but you can keep iteraƟng to something beƩer.  

 

The third prescripƟon is to be pragmaƟc. The Toyota Way does not aim to solve all problems at 

once, nor can you. Toyota is not perfect, and never will be; neither will we. All three of us are in 

the early stages of this journey too. Don’t aim for the stars. Start making some small changes 

here and there, see what works and build on those; adapt or discard those that don’t work.  

 

 

When is the Ɵme to start managing Ɵme? 

 

We have read many Ɵme management books, papers, and blogs, and have been struck how 

many of their recommendaƟons map perfectly into three core pillars of operaƟons 

management: managing by the boƩleneck, queueing theory, and the Toyota Way. Table 1 

provides an overview of how these OM principles underlie common Ɵme management 

pracƟces. What Table 1 does not convey well is why many of these scaƩered Ɵme management 

pracƟces are more powerful when viewed cumulaƟvely rather than in isolaƟon. A small change 

by itself creates the condiƟons that allow for further small changes, so the effects compound 

over Ɵme. The Ɵme management literature undervalues this. We read some advice, like inbox 

zero, and think “that sounds fine but surely that can’t make enough difference to be worth 

doing.” It is worth doing: inbox zero is a revelaƟon for most people once they get there, but its 

real power comes from all the downstream changes it enables.  

 

The pracƟces in Table 1 are all closely connected to the principles of managing by the 

boƩleneck and to the consequences of queueing theory. Consider the recommendaƟon to 

outsource (in step 2 of managing by the boƩleneck): it is much easier to idenƟfy the top 
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candidates for outsourcing if you have a list of tasks in front of you. Outsourcing will likely 

require an iniƟal investment of Ɵme to describe the task in enough detail that someone else can 

do it; that process of documenƟng it will help standardize the task, and reduce variability in 

processing Ɵme and quality. Having that to-do list will allow you to schedule tasks ahead of 

Ɵme, including scheduling blocks of Ɵme for deep work; those longer uninterrupted blocks will 

allow you to get more done (opƟmizing the boƩleneck), and fewer interrupƟons means less 

variability and probably fewer errors (hence contribuƟng to a shorter to-do list). If we tried to 

visually illustrate how our recommendaƟons about boƩlenecks, queueing, and conƟnuous 

improvement relate to one another, it would be a spagheƫ diagram; all of these pracƟces and 

principles are related to each other. That is why it is so important to view managing by the 

boƩleneck and the Toyota Way as philosophies rather than toolkits, and queueing theory as a 

mathemaƟcal prescripƟon linking circumstances to outcomes.  

 

It doesn’t maƩer where you start; the point is to start somewhere, and the busier you feel, the 

more valuable it is to start doing something about that. The text box gives an example of how, 

without intervenƟon, busy turns to burnout, and how small improvements in Ɵme management 

can turn that vicious cycle into a virtuous one. 

 

You may sƟll be thinking, “that all sounds great, but I don’t have Ɵme right now, I’ll do it later.” 

We have explored this quesƟon theoreƟcally,19 but the fable of the tortoise and the hare gives 

the same answer in a more relatable way: the best Ɵme to start is now. Why? Simple: the 

benefits compound. It’s a true snowball effect: the longer your snowball rolls, the bigger and 

more self-propelling it becomes. The person who starts rolling a snowball at the top of the hill 

will soon have a juggernaut, while the person who walks halfway down the hill and only starts 

rolling then will never catch up. When it comes to money, we understand the power of 

compounding very well, but we don’t tend to apply that same logic to Ɵme. Consider the 

following: most people would gladly invest $5,000 now to earn $1,000 per month forever, but 

far fewer will spend five hours now to fix a problem cosƟng them one hour every month. Their 

Ɵme discount rate is far higher than their money discount rate.20  
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Most people would gladly invest $5,000 now to earn $1,000 per 

month forever, but far fewer will spend five hours now to fix a 

problem cosƟng them one hour every month. 
 

What will your Ɵme-money exchange rate look like in future? If your career is advancing, or your 

business is growing, or the value of your Ɵme is increasing for any other reason such as 

expanding family obligaƟons, the opportunity cost of those five hours in future will be even 

higher, which will make it even harder to invest that Ɵme later. The longer you wait with 

invesƟng in Ɵme management, the harder it gets. There is no Ɵme like the present to present 

yourself with more Ɵme in the future. 

 

 

You arrive at work already feeling behind. New requests, emails, meeƟngs, and unexpected 
problems conƟnue to arrive throughout the day, making it impossible to follow the plan 
you had in mind that morning. As unfinished work accumulates, deciding what deserves 
aƩenƟon becomes increasingly difficult, and tasks take longer than they should because 
your aƩenƟon is scaƩered across too many prioriƟes. The growing backlog creates stress 
and constant urgency, which further slows progress and leaves you falling even farther 
behind. Before long, simply keeping up consumes all your available Ɵme, leaving no 
opportunity to address the underlying causes of the problem. 
 
Now imagine a different approach. You begin by saying no more oŌen, limiƟng the number 
of projects in progress, maintaining a visual task list, and reserving a small amount of buffer 
Ɵme each week. With fewer items compeƟng for aƩenƟon, your inbox shrinks, mulƟtasking 
declines, and recurring work becomes easier to schedule, template, and delegate. The Ɵme 
freed by these changes is reinvested in further improvements, such as documenƟng 
procedures, eliminaƟng recurring annoyances, strengthening rouƟnes, and protecƟng 
periods of deep work. What started as a handful of small pracƟces evolves into a virtuous 
cycle: beƩer management of your personal boƩleneck reduces variability, lower variability 
creates slack, and that slack enables the conƟnuous improvements that make every 
subsequent hour more producƟve than the last. 
 
Box: illustraƟon of the compounding effect of Ɵme management pracƟces 
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Table 1: mapping selected Ɵme management pracƟces to OperaƟons Management principles 

 
Time Management PracƟce Related OM Concept Why It Works (mechanism) 
Build rouƟnes / habits Standardize work Reduces variability in processing Ɵme; frees cogniƟve capacity 

Maintain a to-do list Kanban / visual management Prevents boƩleneck idling; externalizes memory; reveals current 
workload, makes it easier to say no 

Deep work; avoid mulƟtasking Batching; reduce setup cost Task-switching wastes boƩleneck Ɵme; larger batches amorƟze 
fixed mental setup cost 

Outsource Reduce workload Reduces arrivals; creates slack at boƩleneck; fewer items in queue 

Say no / decline tasks Reduce workload Reduces arrivals; creates slack at boƩleneck; fewer items in queue 

Track how you use your Ɵme Measure the opportunity 
cost of the boƩleneck Makes opportunity cost visible; surfaces hidden waste 

Delegate Outsource non-boƩleneck 
work 

Opportunity cost logic: your boƩleneck Ɵme freed; assistant's Ɵme 
is cheaper 

Ensure all info before starƟng Move QC in front of 
boƩleneck Eliminates rework, which is doubly costly at the boƩleneck 

Don’t wait for non-boƩlenecks Avoid wasƟng boƩleneck 
Ɵme 

By definiƟon non-boƩleneck steps have slack, so they should wait 
for you, not vice versa 

Avoid pseudo-producƟvity Reduce workload Keeping non-boƩleneck steps busy typically creates more work for 
the boƩleneck too 

Exercise, diet, sleep, mindfulness PrevenƟve maintenance Prevent breakdowns which lead to lost boƩleneck Ɵme 

Create unscheduled buffer Ɵme Operate with slack Too liƩle slack => high WIP. Slack allows / is essenƟal for 
conƟnuous improvement.  

Schedule recurring tasks in 
advance Reduce demand variability Smooths arrival rate => less WIP 

Use templates; AI; document 
procedures Reduce service variability Less variance in task duraƟon => less WIP 

Foolproofing Poka-yoke Eliminates rework; reduces variability; makes good habits 
automaƟc and durable 

Inbox zero Control WIP Eliminates repeated cogniƟve re-processing of same emails 

Take on fewer projects at once Control WIP Lower WIP => faster turnaround, compleƟon; fewer projects to 
keep track of, less switching 

Fix annoyances at root; don't 
patch Andon cord; kaizen Allowing annoyances to conƟnue has large hidden cost; saying “no 

Ɵme to fix it now” ignores that you have no Ɵme later either  

Parkinson’s Law: set Ɵghter 
deadlines (where possible) Eliminate waste (muda) Slack in individual tasks masks inefficiency and dulls improvement 

incenƟves 

Start beƩer Ɵme management 
now 

ConƟnuous improvement: 
start small, start now 

As one constraint is liŌed another emerges; improvement is a 
loop, not a desƟnaƟon 

 
Note: many common Ɵme management pracƟces are consistent with well-established OM 
principles related to boƩlenecks, queueing theory, and the Toyota Way. The pracƟces are listed 
here in the sequence in which they are menƟoned in the text. 




