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Sing like no one's listening,  

Love like you've never been hurt,  
Dance like nobody's watching,  
Live like its heaven on earth,  

Manage your e -mail as if your job depended upon it  
- because it often does. 

 
- Twain/Hoffman 

 
 

 

 

I. Preface 

f all the training experiences you have 
had, how many have affected 1/3 of 
your day, 1/3 of your stress, 1/3 of your 

communication? 
 
AST Lean E-mail Management software and 
training helps you save about half the time you 
spend on e-mail by applying Lean and other 
smart-worker processes and techniques to the way 
you manage e-mail in MS Outlook.  
 
The AST Outlook add-in, together with Atrendiaõs 
e-mail management method, will more than double 
your effectiveness with e-mail and drastically 
reduce stress. 
 

No userôs guide.   

Well, almost. One of the basic tenants of Atrendia 
Streaming Techniques (AST) is that one should not 
need a manual in order to understand the AST 
method.  And although we still believe this to be 
true, one can not ignore the fact that many of our 
clients request such a manual.   We have been 
reluctant to produce this manual, choosing instead 
to labor intensively in order to make AST simpler, 
easier and more intuitive by squeezing the process 
into two simple steps; prioritizing and planning. 
And still our clients want a manual!  
 
And for good reason. AST is not just about 
understanding how to physically use Outlook (and 
other work tools)  in a smarter way; it's about 
understanding how we processed information in 
the past, how we are able to process information 
today (especially with the reconfiguration of your 
Outlook) and, perhaps most importantly, 
understanding our resistance to change.   
 

So we acquiesce and justify the writing of this 
handbook as not just a list of instructions for the 
novice user, but also as an opportunity for us to 
share more of the philosophy behind AST. 
 
The more sophisticated our problem-solving tools 
become, the more practical our work becomes.  But 
don't worry, were quite a ways off from the day 
when we can lean back in our leather recliners and 
push a little toggle button to the left or to the right 
every so often in order to solve the world's 
problems.  
 
Even though AST clears away ambiguity and 
creates better order in your life (two major 
ingredients in attaining happiness, interestingly 
enough), you are still saddled with making dozens 
if not hundreds of decisions regarding e-mail 
alone!  
 
Because the first step of AST requires clearing 
away unwanted or useless material (Muda in Lean 
Management terms), you are suddenly confronted 
with a thick concentrate of issues that you can not 
escape from.  Worse, the most important - and 
often the most difficult - are at the top of the list 
(Your high priority items) making it even more 
difficult to procrastinate.  And while it can be a 
comfort to have all your most important actionable 
items neatly arranged at the top of your list so 
that you don't miss any important matters, it can 
also initially feel heavy. In time, however, you will 
come to realize that the benefits greatly outweigh 
the liabilities. 
 
The great news is that you are now in control.  
Even if it does feel heavy and at times impossible, 
you can now - possibly for the first time - get a 
clear picture of what you need to do about the 
dozens or hundreds of dozens of mails in your 
inbox.  Even better, you can now plan when to do 
each action according to your priorities and 
schedule. 

O 
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Although AST might initially feel like a home run - 
solving all your problems with one swing of the 
baseball bat - you will come to find that like all 
things of high quality, AST takes time to master.  
Understanding the method is indeed quite easy, 
but mastering AST takes time and practice. If you 
maintain a steady practice of AST, you will find 
that much of what you might have considered to 
be extra administrative or planning work (writing 
in Next actions and When) will develop into your 
most important time and stress-saving tools. 
 
AST is flexible so that you can revert to your old 
way if you like.  Hopefully you'll see that the 
benefits of prioritizing and planning your mail 
outweigh the instant gratification you receive by 
the old hunt and peck method, which easily hides 
the wasting of time and energy. 
 
One of the most important features of AST is the 
fact that you can, and should, go home from work 
everyday with an empty inbox.  For some, that 
may sound quixotic, but the fact is that even for 
the most burdened e-mail maniacs this is an 
achievable pursuit.  But first, you need to know 
why having an empty inbox at the end of each 
day is so important - which we'll get to later in this 
manual.  
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A Personal note 

 
 
I started developing Atrendia Streaming Techniques, or AST, in 1998.  At that time I was a consultant in the 
music industry and had to deal with an impossible amount of e-mails, contacts, tasks and appointments. In the 
music biz one has to keep their fingers in as many pots as possible in order to create or find success every 
now and then.  In order to do this one needs to be either extremely organized or extremely lucky - and most 
often it requires both.   

I struggled with Microsoft Outlook for years before I came up with a 
system that I felt was so good that I, upon the urging of several business 
consultants, decided to commercialize it.   
 
Probably the biggest godsend and major contributor to Atrendia's 
success is the fact that I am not a software programmer, nor do I have 
any machinations of becoming one.  This has contributed to Atrendia's 
success two-fold:  
 
1) because I didn't know how to program I didn't invent a new piece of 
software that would compete with the Microsoft behemoth. Instead we 
created an add-in that simplifies a simple reconfiguration and adds a 
toolbar.  
 
2) having no other choice but to use Outlook as a framework (I tried 
other competing products but found Outlook to be by far the most 
superior), I was forced to find simple solutions to the challenges of 

prioritizing and processing my daily workload - not based upon creating a lot of confusing bells and whistles, 
but by making just enough organic changes to Outlook to enable me to create an unbeatable solution based 
upon solid philosophical principles. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WARNING:  This is our first edition of this handbook.  We will continue to improve upon it, but rather than 
wait for a more polished version we opted to publish it with all its holes and blemishes in order to meet the 
demand of our clients.  So we apologize in advance for the obvious errors and lack of clarity in some areas. 
At the same time we encourage you, the reader, to take an active part in helping us.  Your corrections and 
suggestions are always warmly welcomed.  (Hmmm.  Why donõt most manuals tell the reader that?)

Michael Hoffman, CEO, Atrendia 
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A. What is Atrendia Streaming 
Techniques (AST)? 

Atrendia Streaming Techniques (AST) was born of 
the systematic refinement of task actioning and 
prioritization. By analyzing the how, why and 
where of communications and actioning failures, in 
conjunction with studying the texts of various 
authors on the subjects of time management and 
personal development, we have come to several 
fundamental conclusions regarding digital/analog 
organizational techniques. Although one can find 
numerous books dealing with the use of Outlook on 
a technical level, only recently has the fact that it is 
not enough to teach us the nuts and bolts of 
Outlook begun to surface in management circles.  

 
The central mission with AST is to develop a 
psychological awareness of our motivational 
needs; turning action stumbling blocks into stepping  
stones, and freeing Outlook users from the bonds 
of task drudgery and e-mail slavery. 
 
In order to make it simple to reconfigure and add 
new features to Outlook, we created an add-in 
that takes care of all the technical procedures so 
that you, the normal user, can enjoy the best way 
of managing your e-mail without having to be an 
Outlook nerd. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
AST  eliminates redundancies, such as reading mails and making decisions over and over again by encouraging 
you to make at least some sort of decision each time something crosses your path and physically doing something to 
bring you closer to your goal.  Streams move naturally and physically push residue out of their way. 
 
AST helps you to accept digital technology by replacing òold schooló analog ways of working with digitally 
enabled techniques. By taking advantage of possibilities such as sorting by fields, adding reminders, dragging and 
dropping, filtering etc., we enter the digital age and its great advantages.  Streams adapt to their circumstances. 
 
Incremental management. Having systems in place that allow you to record small bits of information quickly and 
easily save you from keeping lists in your head and free your mind up for analysis.  Breaking down projects into 
building blocks helps you navigate even the largest projects with elegance.   
 

Nature can teach us a lot, especially about flow,  if we listen to it. Atrendia Streaming Techniques (AST) 
bases its philosophy on the premise that getting things done quickly and properly in priority order is a matter of 
understanding the concept of following the path of least resistance, like a natural stream through a forest. 
Streams take time to move past obstacles, but they eventually find their path ð incrementally. 
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B. What makes AST so much better 
than other methods? 

There are three key advantages that AST has over 
competing methods: 
 
First, it was initially developed by a user - not a 
developer.  We've all heard the phrase: If it can 
be imagined, it can be built, but far too often 
software development companies design new 
applications because they think that they came up 
with a great idea rather than answering a critical 
need. In contrast, every aspect of AST is based 
upon the needs of the user, with the ambition being 
to help him or her manager her day with the most 
productivity, the least amount of stress and in 
harmony with themselves, their organization and 
the business community.  Pretty high ambitions!  But 
for Atrendia there is no other way.   
 
Second,  AST is constantly improved and updated 
- not only by our R&D department, but by our 

trainers, office assistants, key account managers, 
consultants, designers, etc. and most importantly, 
by our clientele.  One person or even an incredibly 
sophisticated team of experts can't come close to 
the synergistic collaboration between our 
employees and the thousands of AST users all over 
the world. 
 
Third, we recognize and appreciate the theories, 
practices, methods and techniques of the greatest 
philosophers and business gurus that we have and 
continue to borrow from in order to form the core 
of AST. While the influences of Stephen Covey, 
David Allen and Lean Management represent 
perhaps the most visible contributions to AST, many 
other philosophers, psychologists, prestigious 
business men and theorists have all made 
contributions to AST, and continue to do so. 
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D. AST requires change.  There are no 
two ways about it. 

We often run into clients who want a new system 
but are unwilling to adapt to it. While they seem 
to grasp the benefits of using AST, they are so 
entrenched in their way of working with e-mail 
that they have trouble leaving the òsecurityó of 
their insecure system.   
 
Iõm sure that we can all relate to certain times in 
our life when we have felt the same way.  Maybe 
it had to do with leaving a bad relationship or 
pulling out of one investment in order to invest in 
another.  Bad or even mediocre seemed better 
than the insecurity of something unproven.  Add to 
that the work of adjusting to something new. 
 
So we can see that adapting to AST or any new 
method requires change, and change requires 
work and energy. The good news is that the pay-
off for that investment is nearly immediate, and if 
you are sincere about wanting to increase your 
effectiveness in the way you handle mail there is 
no way to avoid some kind of change.  
 
 

1. Why give up the "freedom" to 
manage Outlook any old way 
you want? 

 
You were previously using a system of managing 
e-mails that you more or less trusted.  But do you 
ever remember having missed an important mail 
because you either forgot about it in your inbox 
pile?  Perhaps you created a calendar item in 
order to specifically remember to respond to 
someone - and you missed it!  Maybe you 
transferred a mail to your Task section, but forgot 
to check it in time because your not used to 
checking your tasks like you do your e-mail. Is that 
what you call trust?  Is that what you call freedom? 

 

Good is the Enemy of Great
1
 

Over the course of many years of managing your 
inbox, you have come to believe that you are 
doing the best you can under the circumstances.  
Maybe you are.  But even if you are, you need to 
change the circumstances because it's just not good 
enough.  If you were a guest on a submarine and 
the captain said to you, "Don't worry, this 
submarine only sinks once a month", you would 
probably change your circumstances - and be 
back on land in a flash.  The risk would be too 
                                                           
1
 Collins, From Good To Great 

great, and most importantly, you would be directly 
(perhaps mortally!) effected.   
 
The problem that we face today in large 
organizations is that we either don't appreciate or 
are not directly effected by missed or late 
correspondences, appointments and tasks until it's 
too late - and even then we don't necessarily 
relate the problem to our own incompetence.   
 
You pull out the handy phrase, I did the best I 
could! (even if it's in your own head), and yes, 
maybe it was the best you could muster under the 
circumstances, but whether you accept it or not, the 
circumstances have changed. 
 
As Jim Collins points out in his book, Good to 
Great, Good is the enemy of great.2 Collins is not 
attacking Good.  He is merely pointing out that 
good or whatever you consider your best to be in 
a certain circumstance, can deceive you into 
accepting a level that is inhibits you from 
becoming truly great.  Good will allow you to 
compete for a period of time, but Great will insure 
your future in ways that Good couldnõt touch.   
 
If we keep his ideal in mind, we can at least avoid 
the most obvious pitfalls of mediocrity.  
Unfortunately, mediocrity, like racism, hides 
discretely in places that we normally effortlessly 
enjoy; humor in the case of racism, and habit in the 
case of mediocrity. 
 
If you're in a race to New York from L.A. And you 
show up dead last because you decided to go by 
horse (because you are an expert equestrian) 
instead of by Ferrari, you could say you did your 
best, but you would have been ignoring your 
surroundings and circumstances.  Assuming that you 
knew that sports cars existed and that some other 
contestant might drive a sports car, you would 
have to be quite stubborn to attempt to win with 
even the fastest racehorse available to you. 
 
If you want to continue with the way you have 
always managed your inbox, don't read about or 
experience AST because you will lose your 
favorite excuse: "I did my best". (Actually you 
never know what your best really is because it's 
always in front of you.) While you can't be 
blamed for not knowing a better way to do your 
work if you do invest time in exploring those 
areas, you'll have a pretty difficult time explaining 
to yourself or anyone else how you can say you 
were doing your best when you knew or at least 

                                                           
2
 Ibid. 
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heard about a better method, technique or way of 
doing something - and didn't at least investigate it. 
 
Where is your level of good ð or òthe best you 
canó? 
 
Here are some pretty bold statements that might 
give the reader a bit of a jolt:  
 

 Missing even one e-mail in a month is, in 
our book, a disaster - even if you receive 
150 mails per day.   

 

 Taking care of normal priority mails 
before you have actioned your high 
priority mails is at best unprofessional and 
at worst job endangering.  

 

 Spending even a minute searching for a 
mail you "thought" was in a particular sub-
folder is sub-standard.  

 

 And not being able to view only the mails 
that you have planned for today, in 
priority order, with clear next actions 
noted for each one is simply amateurish 
and old fashioned. 
 

If you think that weõre being too tough on you then 
you may want to re-think or re-view your 
circumstances.    
 
Get on top of the mountain where you have 
visibility . 
 
You can't possibly understand your limitations until 
you have looked upon them from the top of the 
next mountain.  Seasoned AST users have climbed 
that mountain and many are just as amazed that 
not everyone has adopted AST as early adopters 
of the mobile phone were when their friends and 
colleagues asked them, "What do you need that 
for?" 

Itôs natural to be a bit cynical. 

 
Many prospective AST users never get to the next 
mountain because of cynicism:  
 
It's probably... 

Another system that our employees will use 
for two weeks and then drop... 
too complicatedé 
too much admin... 
for people who are more disciplined than 
we are... 
for nerds... 

 
Or  
 
We... 

don't have the timeé 
have too many other projects going on 
(That focus on 1/3 of your day?)... 
have tried similar systems before and they 
don't work... 
think our way is good enough... 
use another company for that kind of 
training.  

 
Ironically, one of the most common pitfalls for new 
AST users is that they think that they get too many 
mails in order for AST to help them effectively.  
This is often because, for perhaps the very first 
time they are able to actually see how ineffective 
they are.  Their first impulse is to blame the new 
system because they think thatõs the reason for 
their troubles instead of understanding that a 
system is only as good as its caretaker.   
 
While AST may be a far better method it will take 
some time to master.  In just a few weeks your old 
methods will seem as antiquated to you as they do 
to any AST user.  Until then, however, you will be 
required to adapt to these new habits in order to 
receive the big pay-off. 
 

The effects of AST begin immediately, buté 

With all the various solutions on the market its easy 
to become cynical, but once you have tried AST 
for 30 days youõll see that it is a winning solution.   
 
Youõll understand the basics by taking the training 
and within the first week youõll feel better about 
how you manage your mail than you ever have, 
but youõll need at least four weeks to witness the 
transformation that will take place.  It will dawn on 
you that you: 
 

 Donõt miss any mails 

 Have complete control over your Inbox 

 Go home most days with an empty Inbox 

 Are able to batch your work so that you can 
avoid multi-tasking  

 Have less stress 

 Start applying the AST philosophy of first 
prioritizing and then thinking about what 
actions you will take, and when, to other things 
besides e-mail 
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Without a framework we can't create synergies 

You are not alone.  You are part of a larger 
organization.... 
 
It may not be your own most significant personal 
reason for adapting AST, but the truth is that as an 
employee or a larger organization you need to 
collaborate and communicate at the highest level 
possible in order to maintain the level of 
professionalism that is expected of you and that 
you expect of your colleagues.   

 

You didn't improve too much with your old 
system 

Think about it. How much have you improved in the 
last year - or years - in managing your 
e-mails?  For most people not 
much has fundamentally changed 
in the way they have handled 
their inbox.  As a matter of 
fact, most people 
have about the 
same number of 
e-mails in their 
inbox today as 
they did a year ago!  
Why is that?  Because we have subconscious 
acceptance levels.  For some, having more than 
twenty mails in their inbox is over the top, for 
others a few hundred is their limit and yet others 
have no problem keeping tens of thousands of e-
mails in their inbox.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
So what's wrong with that?  Well, let's just say it's 
easier to focus on ten mails than ten thousand or 
just 50.  Although that seems logical enough many 
people will defend their idiosyncratic systems of 
managing e-mail with thousands of mails in their 
inbox, hundreds of folders, sub-folders and sub-
sub-sub folders to their death.  But the question 
that they will always have a problem with is: How 
much have you improved in the last year - or 
years - in managing your e-mails?  The truth is: not 
much if any.  That's a problem.  Because e-mail has 
changed dramatically in the past year and will 
continue to change and grow exponentially in the 
years to come. If you think you can wait it out until 
another messaging medium takes over before you 
are willing to adapt a "best practice", think again.  
The world will not wait for you. Your circumstances 
are a changinõ. 
 
AST not only helps you manage your mail better, it 
gives you the possibility to get better at managing 
your mail on a daily basis, which is something your 
previous way of working with e-mail probably did 
not provide room for.  You can't get better at 
prioritizing your mails consistently, coming up with 
unique next actions and planning when you will 
action a mail if your current system doesn't provide 
the configurations and methodology needed in 
order to carry it out. 
  

Fun fact:  The most mails that we 
have seen in an inbox to date is 

25,000! 
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2. Change, even minor change, can be disorienting 

How adaptable are you to change?  Try saying the Color, not the word, out loud: 
 
 

Red   White   Red 
 

Green   Yellow   Orange 
 

Blue   Black   Brown  

 
 
 
 

II. Getting in control of your 
Inbox 

 
What would you say 
if I told you to forget 
about getting control 
over your inbox and 
instead gave you 
tools that would 
allow you to 
prioritize that which 
was most important 
to YOU?  If you have 
those tools and knew 
how to use them 
properly, your inbox 

would be just another 
area to maintain - not control.  Control is a tricky 
word because when all is said and done, there are 
just too many variables in life to really gain 
control of anything.  It's really a matter of 
balancing what you can put up with and what you 
can't put up with, so in the end it's about what you 
prioritize.  Prioritization is not always proactive in 
our control-less world.  Sometimes things are 
prioritized all by themselves, but we can either 
leave things up to nature (default) or we can 
design our work methods. 

 

A. Handling E-mail is Project 
Management 

E-mail handling can be thought of as a project that 

you perform every day - several times a day.  

And like many other project management methods, 

e-mail handling is best managed by adhering to a 

stepwise process.   

For many, the thought of processing mail with strict 

or even ANY guidelines can be inhibiting at best 

and a turn-off at worst.  This is quite normal and 

understandable since you have been handing e-

mail for many years without any uncomfortable 

restrictions - and quite well (or so you thought) - so 

there may not be a feeling for the need to 

conform to a particular methodology.  Hopefully, 

however, since you are reading this text, you are 

either curious about a new method or tired of the 

methods you currently use to manage your inbox.  

Whether you realize it or not you manage your 

inbox according to a method - your method.  

While a small minority of the readers of this text 

have adopted a "best practice" routine from 

another source or painstakingly developed your 

own, the overwhelming majority are basically 

surviving in the e-mail jungle.  And now would be a 

great time to describe that method whatever 

method you use.  
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Even if you don't feel that you have a particular way of processing your mail, write down a few lines of how 

you usually process your mail here.  By doing so, you will then have the opportunity to compare your current 

method with AST.   

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Presented below are various project management matrices including Atrendia Streaming Techniques (AST) 

PMBOK Plan ð Do ð Check ð Act Cycle OODA Loop   

Initiate Plan Observe 1 Prioritize 

Execute  Do Orient  2 Plan 

Monitor and Control  Check Decide  Do 

Close  Act Act  Delete/File/Re-plan 

   

 

B. Discipline 

Truths of discipline 

 

×   You will never have a nice lawn if you mow it once a month. 

 

× You will never play scales on a musical instrument evenly if you don't maintain them by practicing 
them slowly, evenly and often. 

 

× Youõll never develop a strong 
relationship with your children if you only pay 
attention to them on the weekends. 

 

× You will never have control over your 
inbox if you clean it once a week. 

 

Because e-mail has become such a central 
element in how we communicate today, you 
will never reach your potential as an 
administrator (whether over yourself or 
others) if you don't regain control over your 
inbox.  
 

Stephen Covey describes discipline 
ingeniously using the law of the farm.3 

 

                                                           
3
 Covey, Stephen R., First Things First 
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1. Interruptions, redundancies 
and lack of prioritizing 

Most people think that the reason they canõt get to 
all their mails is because they get too much mail.  
Perhaps - if you are getting upwards of 200-300 
mails per day.  The real challenge to overcome is 
not the volume of mails but the way in which you 
react to them.  

 

If you took a good look at how you handled mails 
before using AST, you probably worked in a way 
that was filled with interruptions, redundancies and 
without any real system of prioritizing.  So how 
could you possibly know what kind of volume you 
could handle if your system was not optimized?  
Whether you get 20 or 200 mails a day is nearly 
irrelevant because if you have an optimized way 
of handling mail you can process 200 in the time it 
takes some people to process 20. 

 

Interruptions 

An interruption, for our purposes, is anything that is 
not planned.  There is a false belief held by some 
that certain interruptions, like a quick pop-up that 
lets you know when someone has arrived on Instant 
Messenger can actually relieve stress by giving 
you a break from all that hard concentration.  
Nothing could be further from the truth.   
 
It is when we are fully concentrated that we 
experience freedom from stress.  Interruptions of 
any kind only serve to create stress.  
 
Every now and then we meet a client who prefers 
to 

not have their e-mail notifier suppressed because 
they want to keep informed of what is happening 
in their Inbox.  While that may sound innocuous, 
there is a huge trade-off for keeping that kind of 
monitoring in effect. People who continue to use 

these alerts (some with a beeping sound!) are 
bombarded with useless information ð just in case 
something important comes in. If we could attach 
some sort of mechanism that would measure their 
efficiency with and without these alerts, they would 
probably sing a different tune. 
 

Redundancies 

A redundancy occurs when you repeat yourself. 
Redundancy is, by far, the number one time-waster 
in e-mail management. Re-reading and re-
analyzing the same mail five or six times before it 
is finally deleted or filed is a terrible, and easily 
remedied, waste of resources and time.   
 
If you think about it, that is exactly what you have 
been doing with many mails in the past.  To add 
insult to injury it is usually the more complex mails, 
not the easy ones, that you are required to re-
read and re-analyze. 
 
Developing the discipline of writing a Next action 
and When can save you half the time ð or more 
that you used to spend managing your mail.  
Unfortunately it is not until you have adopted and 
integrated AST that you will feel this time-savings.  
This is because you will continue to re-read and re-
analyze mails as you used to until you use the 
Next action and When columns consistently.  You 
simply will not build up the habit of seeing your 
Next action column as a checklist.  Besides re-
reading and re-analyzing mails, here are some 
other common redundancies: 
 
Calling a person two or three times rather than 
once  

You havenõt used your Next action column 
to batch your work. 

 
Cleaning your Inbox  

Seasoned AST users never clean out their 
Inbox, they maintain it constantly (Kaizen) 

 

Multi-tasking 

To be able to multi-task when necessary is 
a good merit, but itõs better to keep an 
overview of the various tasks that you 
need to accomplish (the Next action list) in 
order to avoid doing a lot, but not getting 
much completed. 

 

Lack of Prioritization 

 Suppressing interruptions and removing 
redundancies is a great first step, but what about 
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those 20 or 50 mails that we do 
have to take action on?  If we 
donõt prioritize the important 
ones, then, at the end of the 
day, we run the risk of 
completing lesser important 

tasks in lieu of what we should 
have prioritized.  Judging from 
most peopleõs Inboxes this issue 

is not only greatly overlooked it is of pandemic 
proportion.  Not getting to everything you planned 
for today is often unavoidable.  Putting your less 
important priorities in front of your most important 
priorities in not only illogical, it is the silent killer of 
many organizations today. 

 
  



17 
 

 

C. Preview and Prioritize ï a theoretical perspective 

 

 

 
 

1. Pain and Pleasure Principle 

We are guided by two basic stimuli in life: Pain and 
pleasure.  They are why we do most things. 

We eat because we get hungry (pain) or because we 
like chocolate (pleasure). 

We dress because we need to stay warm (pain) or 
because we like to impress our clients (pleasure). 

We finish a report because if we donõt our boss will 
be upset (pain) or because we feel great satisfaction 
in getting the final results (pleasure). 

We jog on the weekends because we want to stay in 
shape (pain of feeling bad about ourselves) or 
because we love the feeling of accomplishing running 
faster than last week (pleasure).  

Hopefully you get the point. 

 

But what happens if we canõt see the potentially 
positive result in carrying out a painful task?  What if 
we donõt see or feel that the task will give us any 
satisfaction in the near future?  And what if a task 
causes too much anxiety?   

We procrastinate.   

Some of us are experts in this. Worse, some of us 
donõt even know just how great our expertise is. 

 

Many self-help books about getting yourself 
organized pontificate about mastering the 
implementation of tasks and prioritizing.  
PRIORITIZING!  THAT IS THE SECRET TO GREAT 
MANAGEMENT SKILLS!   

Weõll they are RIGHT !  Almost.  

The problem is that in order to prioritize, you have to 
prioritize prioritizing.  

Huh? 

Thatõs right: in order to prioritize, you have to 
prioritize prioritizing.   

 

The Pessimist vs. the optimist 

The pessimist says: òBut what if you canõt get yourself 
to prioritize?  What if you lack the skill in pushing 
yourself to doing that?ó 

The optimist says: òBut ANYONE can prioritize.ó 

To the pessimist we say: Itõs not about doing pushing 
yourself; it's about finding a reason for pushing 
yourself.   

To the optimist we say: prioritization is a process that 
you get better at.  For most of us, it is a slow and 
painful process - but not as painful as NOT 
prioritizing - and therein lays the golden nugget of 
wisdom.  If you have the proper mind-set, you can 
move mountains - one shovelful at a time.  

What if youõre stuck?  What if you feel 
overwhelmed?  What if the world is not perfect? Do 
you just stop or do you find a way forward - 
eventually?   

It's really a matter of your ROA ð rate of acceptance.  
Some people can adjust quicker to making positive 
changes in their lives than others, but no one can do it 
instantaneously. 

If we return to our analogy of the stream, we know 
that a streamõs current may slow, but it will not stop to 
reflect upon interruptions created by stones or 
branches in its path.  Neither should you. 

Prioritizing is one of the most important parts of AST.  
A violinist may have the ultimate goal of playing the 
Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto, but before he can play 
such a demanding piece she has to master her 
reading of music, scales, arpeggios, bowing 

If you lack the iron and the fizz to take control of your own life, the 
gods will repay your weakness by having a grin or two at your expense. 
Should you fail to pilot your own ship, donõt be surprised what 
inappropriate port you find yourself docked. 

ñTom Robbins 
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technique, vibrato - and above all - the art of 
practicing.  

A client recently related that he had started to 
practice the violin again after a fifteen-year hiatus.  It 
was frustrating because his fingers were not in shape, 
his scales were out of tune and his stamina was at an 
all time low.  And yet, he was already looking for an 
orchestra to play in. Why?  Because he knew that 
eventually he would get back into shape because he 
had mastered those things once before. 

So, what does all this have to do with e-mail?  Just 
like the violin, prioritizing mail requires practice 
before you stop squeaking (Pain!!), but once you have 
mastered it, just like remembering how to play scales 
on a violin, you'll have it for the rest of your life. 
 

 

2. Urgent vs. Important 

Stephen Covey describes the difference between 
urgency and importance extremely well in his 
highly recommended book, The 7 habits of Highly 
Effective People using his famous urgent vs. 
Important Quadrant4, and rather than 
paraphrasing Mr. Covey, I suggest that you buy or 
borrow his book to get more acquainted with these 
concepts.  In general, you should think of priority 
as being something connected with your company's 
values and urgency as something connected with 
the time-window of opportunity or loss.  There is a 
big difference between standing in line to 
purchase your favorite magazine at the airport 
and missing your flight home.  Both have a certain 
amount of urgency, but one has clear priority over 
the other. 
 
The most common mistake people will make 
regarding prioritizing will be confusing importance 
with urgency.  Just because you want to do it 
today doesn't mean that you should give the item 
a red (high priority)flag.  Red flags are only for 
highly important mails.  Similarly, mails that you 
put off for several weeks are not necessarily 
flagged green since they may be very important 
but can not or should not be acted upon until the 
distant future. The best way to think about this is to 
imagine your inbox once your mails have been 
prioritized and planned.  All the mails planned for 
today will be easily visible, so you donõt have to 
signal urgent mails as both urgent and important.  
Thatõs like putting sugar on Frosted Flakes! 
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3. Time spent prioritizing 

There are two secrets about prioritizing that need 
to be exposed.  First, the amount of time one 
should spend prioritizing and second, that 
prioritizing only helps if it is done consistently. 

Although stating a specific amount of time or ratio 
is not possible, one can generalize that most 
people, do not spend enough time prioritizing.  
The simple reason is that it is difficult to measure 
progress in prioritization.  It is purely analytical 
and therefore not only requires critical thinking but 
also a great amount of patience and self-
confidence because the results of prioritizing are 
difficult to measure on a minute-by-minute basis.  

 

You are the only person who will really know if 
you spend fifteen minutes or two hours prioritizing 
every day.  This then begs the question: How much 
prioritizing is right for me?   

 

The quick response is: First double the time you 
now spend prioritizing. 

 

Every job is different, but in general, the more 
planning that is involved in your work, the more 
time you need to spend prioritizing. 

 

Tip: Change your attitude from thinking of 
prioritization as a luxury for those who have the 
time to a necessity that is more important than any 
other tool in your belt.   

 

Not only do we need to spend more time 
prioritizing, we have to do it consistently.  
Followers of AST never clean out their inbox 
because it is always being maintained.  We 
practice this same flow idea with prioritization. 
Rather than once a week, we prioritize daily and 
hourly. Some people are naturally prone to be 
good at taking time to prioritize and others need 
more practice.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tip: Find the joy and excitement 
and happiness and glory and 
ecstasy of being consistent. It does 
not nave to be boring, predictable 
or dreary.  But it is often 
demanding, fulfilling and at its best, 
energizing. 
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4. Prioritization suggestions 

a. Adding to your pile must upgrade the pile by 
solving challenges and adding value 

b. The more resources used, the more potential 
benefits they should bring 

c. One must be willing to let go of things - 
especially new things, if they do not meet the 
criteria of the company's core values and meet 
minimum priority levels. 

d. The more you procrastinate, the more you 
should ask yourself why you are 
procrastinating. 

e. Synergistic- or synergy-causing projects/tasks 
should, by far, have higher priority than non-
synergistic projects/tasks. 

 

 

5. Believe in the process and 
focus 

Steven Covey writes that happiness is the fruit of 
the desire and ability to sacrifice now for what we 
want eventually.5 But sacrifice doesn't have to be 
all that difficult.  The trick is to grease the wheel of 
sacrifice.  We can do this in two ways: one, trust 
and believe in the process and two, focus on the 
moment without allowing yourself to be distracted. 

 

6. Prioritizing in your inbox 

If you think about it, it takes the same physical time 
and nearly the same amount of mental energy to 
either delete, archive or prioritize a mail as it does 
to ignore it and click on the next mail.   But the 
difference between making a choice or ignoring or 
avoiding your choices and clicking on the next mail 
- especially at an early stage - has meaningful 
repercussions. 
 
By not taking action you have added stress and 
weight to your pile simply because you are now 
aware of more to do without having done 
anything to move forward with it.  The great 
challenge presented here is the fact that these 
additions to your pile are so small and incremental 
they are only noticed when you feel stressed or 
loaded up with too many things, and not each time 
you miss out on an opportunity for preventing it.  
For this reason, it is of the utmost importance that 
you understand the concept.  I'm sure that we have 
all experienced getting angry with someone, not 
because they were the cause of all your 
frustration, but because they represented the last 
drop or the last straw on the camel's back.  Each 
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mail represents a small drop, and by not taking a 
small action from the very beginning, you are 
adding small drops to your pile - constantly.  You 
don't feel each drop, but at some point you will 
feel the weight at which point you will have to 
repeat much of what you already did by re-
reading and re-analyzing the same mails over and 
over again - adding even more to your pile.  The 
worst part is that is that you are only conscious of 
the resulting pain and not the slow incremental 
process of how you got there.  So the key to 
acquiring success in this area is build in an 
understanding of what the benefits to prioritizing 
and deciding next actions (see Planning). 
 

Benefits: 

First things first. The most important benefit you 
receive from prioritizing is the fact that you will do 
the most important things first.  Since we never 
have enough time to do all the things we want to 
do, it just makes heaps of sense to at least do the 
most important things before the lesser important 
things.  Important to you.  Important to your 
company. 
 
Less mail.  Thatõs right, by prioritizing youõll 
actually receive less mail.  What happens if you 
send a mail to someone? You usually get a mail 
back.  What happens if you wait to send the mail?  
You donõt receive a mail back because they have 
nothing to reply to ð unless you wait too long, in 
which case they will send you the òDid you get my 
mail?ó mail.   
 
Using this logic, we can actually slow down the 
number of mails that we receive from senders who 
are lower on our priority list. 
 
The intention here is not to slow down the process 
or taunt your colleauges but to prioritize other 
activities that are more important, and as a fringe 
benefit you will also be slowing down the number 
of lesser important mails that you normally receive. 
 
The opposite of this would be to answer every 
mail as fast as you could without paying attention 
to your priorities. (Fairly common in most 
organizations.)  This is a surefire way to not only 
delay taking care of what you value the most, but 
also to increase what you value least. 
 
The bottom line is that you canõt please everyone, 
so sticking to your priorities is the only way to 
make sure that the most important people in your 
life (including yourself) are put at the head of the 
line. 
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We prioritize subconsciously all the time.  We 
wonõt intentionally arrive late to a board meeting 
in order to answer a low priority e-mail.  We 
probably wonõt answer a low priority mail that 
takes a good ten minutes to answer at the end of 
the day on a Friday.  Itõs not that we are thinking: 
This is a low priority, so I should wait; instead we 
have our minds set on other priorities that are 
directly pressing upon 
us: the board meeting; 
the Friday afernoon 
cocktail ð or yoga? 
 
When we are in our 
inbox, we sometimes 
forget that e-mail is just 
one part of the picture.  
We get tunnel vision.  
 
The inbox is a 
connection with the 
outside world, and thus 
needs careful 
gatekeeping.  Many of 
us have become better 
at deleting unwanted 
mail early in the 
process, but very few 
people have put enough 
thought into how much 
time and resources they 
put into mails that have 
a low or even normal 
priority, not being 
cogniscent of the fact 
that an alternative is to 
put those matters on 
hold and work on other 
matters that they rate as 
being more important.  Once you become more 
familiar with AST, youõll come to see the 
advantages of prioritizing in combination with 
setting a due date in the When column.  Instead of 
working on lesser priority mails, you will give them 
a green flag and filter them out by assigning a 
date in the future where you can either decided to 
prioritize it by carrying out the necessary next 

actions, push it forward to another date or delete 
it because it was no longer relevant.   
 
The better you become at implementing this 
method the quicker you will be in recognizing 
which mails should be deleted without going 
through the entire process of pushing the mail 
forward only to end up deleting it.   

 
Hopefully, those who, in 
the past proclaimed: I 
have to answer all my 
mails anyway, so why 
bother prioritizing?, now 
have a better 
understaning of the two 
principles of oritization 
in the inbox: First, you 
probably wonõt answer 
all the mails you initially 
think youõll answer and 
second, if you lift your 
head out of your inbox 
youõll find that there 
are many more 
pressing matters 
confronting you than 
less important mails, 
and if you donõt sort out 
the highly important 
mails from the rest, 
youõre probably not 
doing your job as well 
as you could be.   
 
If you are responsible 
for at least one 
subordinate, then you 
know that one of the 

most important things you can do as a manager is 
help that person focus on their priorities. Answer 
all your mail in a timely fashion is great, but not at 
the expense of putting less imporant things inf 
front of more important ones just because they 
happen to show up in your inbox. 
 
  

During a seminar, I asked Erik Rudder, Senior 
VP, Strategy at Microsoft, how many mails he 
currently had in his inbox.  He said that he had 
coincidentally just checked and had 7.700.  After 
a laugh from the audience he defended himself 
by saying that he had a good memory, so I asked 
him if he knew his mail in priority order, and he 
said that he just sorted by From: and looked for 
Bill (Gates).   

 

While his answer drew another laugh, the fact is 
that most of us can't rely on looking for mails 
from one particular person in order to gage our 
priorities.  We could easily set up a rule in 
Outlook that would give particular e-mail 
senders an automatic red (high priority) flag.  
The problem is that not every mail from every 
important person is considered to be high 
priority.  This is why we take the two to three 
seconds to view the sender, subject line and 
perhaps a quick glance at the contents of the 
mail before deciding on the priority.  Mr. 
Rudder's system might be adequate for him 
(though I doubt it), but many of us want to make 
sure that we do first things first, and not just 
when it comes to our boss. 
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D. Process and Plan ï a theoretical perspective 

 
 

I want lots of choices. 
But once I've decided on one choice, I don't want to be distracted by lots of choices 

 
 
 

Not to plan is planning to fail. 
 
 
 

Planning IS doing. 

 
 

1. How to action e-mail 

 
1. Delete 

Delete any mails that are either spam, 

advertisements or not necessary for you to keep or 

action as soon as possible. Reviewing this type of 

mail a second or third time is a careless waste of 

time and energy. 

2. Quickly answer or forward 

If a mail takes less than two minutes to answer, 

then answer it immediately and delete the original 

mail if no further action or tracking is necessary. 

Before replying to the mail, however, you should 

ascertain whether or not the mail is important 

enough to categorize before replying to it.  Mails 

that have categories assigned before being 

replied to will retain their categories on the 

response stored in the Sent items. This allows you 

to sort your Sent items folder by category and 

find the important mails that you have sent. 

3. Enter a notation of who, what and when 

Mails that take longer than two minutes to answer 

or mails that require more information before 

responding should be processed with a next action 

and action date. By assigning a Next action (who 

and what in as few words as possible) and When 

you avoid reading and analyzing the same mail 

over and over again, which is the number one 

time-water in e-mail management. Once you have 

the necessary information for this mail, you should 

delete it. As in the case of quickly answered or 

forwarded mails, important mails should be 

categorized in advance of replying or forwarding 

them. 

4. Archive in the AST Archive folder 

A mail that you would like to store and that does 

not require a response should be categorized and 

archived in the AST Archive folder.  Any mail that 

is worth archiving is worth categorizing with one or 

several categories.  Included in these types of 

mails are newsletters, progress reports, CYA 

(Cover Your Ass) mails and any other mail that you 

feel will be helpful to you in the future.  

The Newsletter 

One of the biggest time-wasting culprits is the 

newsletter. The ROI in most newsletters is quite low.  

At the same time they can be a vital source of 

information.  What to do?  One suggestion is to 

create a rule for each subscription that sends the 

newsletter automatically to your AST Archive with 

the category Newsletter.  This way you can check 

your newsletters once a week without them 

interrupting your day.  Another method is to take a 

quick glance and see which article(s) are 

interesting and make a quick note in the Next 

action column, so that when you come to that 

newsletter in the future you will remember what it 

was you wanted to investigate.  Whatever method 

you choose, remember that newsletters donõt 

generally get a high priority rating, so in the event 

that you have some time pressure, delete or 
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archive them immediately. Giving them a Next 

action like òreadó is meaningless. 

5. Mail with attachments 

Replies to mails containing attachments will not 

include the attachment.  If you would like to include 

the attachment then forward 

the mail, instead of replying 

to it.  In this case you will have 

to fill in the e-mail address of 

the person you are 

responding to.  If you would 

like to reply without the 

attachment you may either 

delete the original mail 

containing the attachment 

after you have replied or 

categorize and store it in your 

AST Archive. You may also 

save the attachments to your 

hard drive and delete the 

mail. 

6. Mail requiring a series of 

actions or tracking 

Assuming that the mail in question is not a project 

mail (a mail requiring several tasks, for which we 

use the Task section in Outlook), you may respond 

to the mail and then, rather than deleting it, add a 

Next action and When in order to keep track of 

what is needed next. 

7. Mail when you initiate the thread that 

requires next actions or tracking 

In the event that you start a thread and have to 

keep track of whether or not the person(s) you sent 

it to either replies or carries out the actions that 

you have requested, you should Cc: or Bcc: 

yourself on the mail.  You will then receive a copy 

of the mail in your Inbox, at which point you can 

notate the next action or what you are waiting for 

and when you would like to be reminded by 

entering a date in the When column. 

 
Delete, File or Delegate ð if 
you possibly can 
 
The best and quickest way to 
act upon a mail is to delete it, 
file it or delegate it.  We can 
do this with many of our 
mails.  While that may sound 
obvious, how many mails do 
you have in your inbox right 
now that could be acted upon 
in this way?  Instead of having 
acted upon them as soon as 
you could, you will continue to 
re-read those mails as many 
times as it takes to finally to 
come to the conclusion that 
you should delete, file or 
delegate it. 
 
The Law of the Threshold 

  
The Law of the Threshold states that even a small 
threshold or obstacle can prevent you from moving 
forward or trip you up if you fail to recognize its 
significance or negotiate it poorly. This is especially 
true when you are pushing something heavy (like a 
mail that you donõt really know how to respond to).  
Most of the obstacles we encounter are not large ð 
they are long; they are not heavy, they are many.   
 
The key to keeping flow is to keep focused on the 
very next action so that you are not overwhelmed by 
the overall scope of the issue.  Naturally we have to 
pay attention to the big picture as well, but not when 
we are in the operational mode of getting things done. 

 
  

A stream is constantly moving forward.  It doesnõt stop 
once it reaches a roadblock; it does something - however 

small. 




























































