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INTRODUCTION 

The problem 

The current world has more ways of contacting people and more ways of accessing 
information than ever before, and yet it seems harder and harder to just focus and get 
things done. 

Some of that might be due to the structures and cultures we have in place but some 
of it is no doubt a product of how we structure (or in fact fail to structure) our working 
lives. 

The solution? 

This course will look at a number of ways you can change what you do, how you 
approach work and how your firm works to get more done. Having said that, I am 
confident that some of these ideas you will have heard of before and some will not 
work for you! 

So why go through this course? To give yourself options and ideas for making a 
change, because we all need more time in the day. To achieve that, something needs 
to change: 

‘Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.’ 

Rita Mae Brown 

And for whatever new techniques you want to try, give them enough time to bed in, 
before deciding if they do or don’t work. 

On average, it takes more than 2 months before a new behaviour becomes automatic 
— 66 days to be exact. And how long it takes a new habit to form can vary widely 
depending on the behaviour, the person, and the circumstances. In Lally’s study, it 
took anywhere from 18 days to 254 days for people to form a new habit. 

Phillippa Lally in a study published in the European Journal of Social Psychology.  



PRODUCTIVITY MAXIMISATION - CUTTING OUT THE DISTRACTIONS 

February 2024  4 

“KNOW THYSELF” 

Why should I! 

If you have been an accountant for many years, I doubt you have ever considered this 
quote from the Temple of Apollo to be the starting point for this course, but it is key. 

There are various ways we can start to clarify our character which we will look at in a 
moment. However, in terms of the reasons for it, then I want to be able to answer these 
questions about myself so that I can start to plan my working life better: 

When do I work best? 

 

How do I work best? 

 

What do I need to work at my best? 

 

What annoys / distracts me? 

 

What relaxes me? 

 

What focusses me? 

 

What’s my favourite kind of work? 

 

What am I good at? 

 

What am I not good at? 

 

I have left a bit of space in the above notes for you to record thoughts which will start 
to shape what you need to work on the most and may indicate why you react in certain 
ways to certain situations. 

What am I like? 

The most common personality testing is based on the Myers-Briggs framework and 
their website is https://eu.themyersbriggs.com. 

However, there are lots of others on the market and while commercial use will probably 
involve a small charge, individuals can test themselves on various free websites. For 
example, this is me: 

https://eu.themyersbriggs.com/
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 I am not recommending this website and I did not go through the questions with much 
care as it is for demonstration purposes, but it does get one thinking about oneself. 

This information about myself can help to identify why certain tasks are difficult for me 
and slow me down. So, I may need to speed them up by thinking about how and when 
I approach them. 

How do you process? 

While not an exact distinction, it can be helpful to understand if you are a verbal 
(external) processor or internal processor. 

Personally, I am an external processor, which means I tend to understand the world 
by vocalizing my thoughts and ideas. Unlike internal processors, who tend to think 
things through in their head and be slower to express their thoughts and feelings out 
loud. 

Here are signs that you might be a verbal processor: 

- Brainstorming sessions are your preferred type of meeting as they provide 
space for you to talk through your ideas 

- If you are stressed, you tend to share your thoughts and feelings as a means 
of working through them. 

- Sometimes you find yourself talking out loud even though no one is around 

- It frustrates you when someone jumps in with solutions before you have 
completed talking something through 

- Others may have found you chatty or flighty because they expect you only to 
share your final thoughts rather than giving you space to work it out. 

Here are signs that you might be an internal processor: 

- Need time to be alone with your thoughts 

- Prefer having time to prepare your thoughts in advance of a meeting 
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- When sorting out your thoughts, you would prefer to take a solo walk than have 
a long conversation with a trusted friend or colleague 

- Putting your thoughts into words can be challenging, and you dislike being 
asked to talk about something important on the spot 

- Others may have taken your silence personally or acted annoyed when you 
add your thoughts after a meeting has ended (even though you just needed 
time to think!) 

There is nothing wrong or better about either state but it is worth understanding how 
you and your colleagues work best to ensure that meetings and other interactions are 
as effective as possible.  

Sleep well? 

As mentioned above, when you complete a task can be just as important as how. 
When my colleagues want an 8am meeting I fill with dread and I’m not sure they are 
going to get the best out of me! 

However, I know that others do not want to debate strategic issues with me until 9pm 
as their brains are fried for the day! 

Of course, we cannot all get the timings we want for every meeting – but can we get 
a compromise? Can we vary timings week to week? 

When do you plan client meetings? When do you plan to have reading, research, CPD 
courses? 

So if you want to understand if you and your team are a Bear, Wolf, Lion or Dolphin, 
there are a number of tests you can use online, and a popular one is 
https://mantasleep.com/blogs/sleep/how-understanding-your-chronotype-helps-you-
sleep-better. 

In case you are interested, I think I am a bear: 

 

This may all seem like a lot of questionnaires for people to fill in, but you do not have 
to do it all at the same time and it can be treated as a fun part of a team building or 
managerial development session. There is certainly no doubt that a better 
understanding of your own character and that of your team will really help to ensure a 
smooth-running office. 

https://mantasleep.com/blogs/sleep/how-understanding-your-chronotype-helps-you-sleep-better
https://mantasleep.com/blogs/sleep/how-understanding-your-chronotype-helps-you-sleep-better
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TAKE CONTROL OF YOUR DAY 

Really? 

Yes – the only way to be more productive is to put some control back into your day. 
This is not always easy, depending on your level within the firm and the demands of 
clients and others. However, if you want to be more productive and less stressed then 
it is worth attempting to match different kinds of tasks with when and how you are best 
placed to deal with it. 

How? 

This will depend on your position in the firm and will no doubt vary from day to day. Of 
course, online influencers will model this as 10 minutes of calm reflection in the 
morning where you write out your to do list on parchment and sip herbal tea as you 
contemplate how important each element is. 

This is not real life for most accountants, where each day is firefighting issues with the 
team and clients, while often trying to keep the family functioning! However, there are 
benefits in trying to take back some control of your day and this section will give some 
examples. If your current month looks too full to even start this, try starting next month 
or next quarter but set a time to start and keep going even when days get away from 
you. 

Make a list 

How you do this will depend on your character and personal preferences. For some 
nothing is more satisfying than picking up a lovely fountain pen and writing tasks in a 
notebook, and then crossing them out when they have been tackled. 

For others it might be something more electronic, and that could be Tasks in Outlook, 
lists on OneNote or Notion, or something built into your Practice Management 
software, or some kind of mix. 

While I often do make rough notes, key tasks tend to be in Outlook, the beauty of this 
being I can change their priority and even assign them to someone else. 

The important issue is that I don’t have to hold them in my head as that distracts me 
from what else I am doing. And this principal works for whatever time of day or night I 
get a thought – I will add a task (sometimes using voice to text if I am out walking the 
dog) rather than tell myself “you must remember to do this”. 

If this task relates to an email, I will often drag the email into Outlook Tasks and then 
take it out of my inbox (perhaps having saved it to our CRM or a client folder first) as I 
don’t want to look at it each time I look at my inbox. This saves the email text into the 
task so you have the details. 

Alternatively, if I know this is something that will take time, I drag the email to my 
Calendar and set aside a time when I will work on it without distractions. 

As an aside, is it just me that will often look at emails multiple times before answering 
them? Can you adopt a policy that “emails should be looked at no more than twice”? 
Once to prioritise and once to deal with it. 

I do understand that some people love to use their inbox to record everything they 
need to deal with, but if they then moan about how big their inbox is, perhaps this is 
the answer! 
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Check it twice 

Now you have a list, in whatever format it is, its time to prioritise. 

There are various ways of thinking about this, but a common model is:  

  

 
Urgent Not Urgent 

Im
p

o
rt

a
n

t 

 

DO 
Do it now. 
 

Call client. 
Write article. 
Mentor key staff member. 
 

 

DECIDE 
Schedule time to do it. 
 

Exercising. 
Call family & friends. 
Do CPD. 
Big client report. 
Long-term strategy. 
 

N
o

t 
Im

p
o

rt
a
n

t 

 

DELEGATE 
Who can do it for you? 
 

Scheduling interviews. 
Booking flights. 
Approving comments. 
Answering certain emails. 
Sharing articles. 
 

 

DELETE 
Eliminate it. 
 

Watching television. 
Checking social media. 
Sorting junk mail. 

Some of the entries here might be a little controversial and you might have your own 
thoughts to put in each box. Below is a little commentary on each area: 

Urgent and Important 

Needs to be done today - get it done. 

Not Urgent but Important 

It may seem surprising that in this category, so many experts include exercise, breaks 
and sleep. When we talk about productivity, it is not about how much time you spend 
working, it is about achieving as much as possible in as little time as possible. Working 
until you drop does not make you productive over the course of a day / week / month. 

Not Urgent and Not Important 

For some people, TV and social media might be your best way to relax, but for others 
it might just keep you up late and stop you sleeping. 

Urgent but Not Important 
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In terms of delegation, many of you may be looking at this and wondering who you 
could possibly delegate to as you do not have enough people in the firm. This is 
certainly an issue in a number of firms and while there is no easy answer, I do wonder 
if some firms are just trying to recruit more accountants, whereas the starting point is 
“Who / What could do this task?”. 
 
For example, relatively few firms employ practice managers, HR managers, PAs for 
the partners, marketing experts, IT experts or even financial controllers and so all of 
this work falls on the principals. This can be a difficult balance for smaller firms, but 
maybe there are a list of tasks senior staff do, that a competent non-accountant could 
do. They would never do chargeable work but they may free up valuable time. For 
example: 
Booking appraisals 
Booking CPD 
Booking compliance reviews and circulating results 
Managing recruitment 
Looking after the office 
Ringing key clients to confirm they are happy with your service 
Chasing Fit and Proper forms 
Booking work parties 
Writing / updating policies 
Reviewing the firm’s processes 
Investigation and implementing new process / IT procedures 
Updating the firm’s website and social media 
Creating a Chatbot to deal with basic client queries 
 
None of these tasks need a qualified accountant. What other tasks do you do that a 
non-accountant (or IT) could do:  
 

Task Time wasted per month 
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Now take those thoughts and complete the grid yourself and compare it to how much 
time each square takes of your day: 
 

 
Urgent Not Urgent 

Im
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rt

a
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t 

 

DO 
Do it now. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

DECIDE 
Schedule time to do it. 
 

N
o

t 
Im
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o

rt
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n

t 

 

DELEGATE 
Who can do it for you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

DECIDE 
Eliminate it. 
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The “when” and the “where” 

So now we know what we have to do, and how urgent it is, and from our first session 
we have an awareness of how we like to work. Now let’s put it all together. 

In reality this might be more of a weekly (or even monthly) plan than a daily so let’s 
consider what it might look like on the next page. The shaded blocks are “Do Not 
Disturb” and the other blocks are where this person could be interruptible. 

I have suggested that the days this person is at home, they are less contactable and 
more likely to get into research, technically hard projects and so on. When they are in 
the office they are more likely to collaborate. 

The caveat is of course that I understand different firm’s will have a different approach 
to office and home working and you may have more or less control over your diary 
and then there are clients, that come and annoy you with actual work! But having said 
that, this maybe a good starting point. 

In this suggestion, I am keeping the work at home days for more focussed technical 
work and the office days for more collaborative work – for me there seems little point 
in commuting to the office to shut the door and be unavailable all day. However, I know 
that for others home is a distracting place and they would rather be in the office. The 
point still applies though, a different location can be incredibly refreshing and bring 
about a different mindset. 

I remember once when I was in practice, my office was being painted and so I had to 
spend the day on a different desk. I was so energised by this new space and every 
task felt easier. Then going back to my own desk was another chance to have an 
energy injection! 

So, if you cannot work at home, is there a quiet room in the office you can book – not 
for a client meeting but to undertake a task. That could be finishing a set of accounts, 
dealing with a batch of emails, or doing some CPD / research. 

If your role includes mentoring or reviewing other team members, that could be done 
in a “neutral” space like a small room in the office or even in Starbucks or local coffee 
shop. That way you will not be distracted by your phone or emails and the person 
might feel freer to be open about what is going on. Of course, this wont work for 
everyone, and confidentiality is something to be careful of. 

Lunch anyone? 

You will note that most days I have set aside an hour for lunch. In my plan I want to 
make sure to take a break for at least part of that hour most days. I am happy to be 
flexible (and would expect that of most senior staff) however if all your senior team 
work every lunch, work late evenings and weekends – why would anyone else want 
to be part of your leadership team?  

Let’s not forget that lunch can be a great time in a busy office to get people together 
for team meetings, training and general updates on the practice. While this isn’t 
actually a break, it might be enough of a change of scene and work type that it is 
helpful. However, be careful not to overdo it, as time saved with a lunchtime meeting 
may actually be lost later on with afternoon drowsiness. 
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 Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

 At home In office In office In office At home 

09:00 
- 

10:00 

Plan week, 
catch-up, 
emails, admin. 

Catch up with 
Team, 
progress 
update on key 
tasks. 

Respond to 
client queries 
on valuation. 

Review results 
of 1-2-1's and 
send to HR with 
CPD 
suggestions. Visit client to 

finalise audit. 
 

10:00 
- 

11:00 

Review client 
work 

Client meeting Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate 
tasks. 

Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate tasks. 

 

    
 

11:00 
- 

12:00 

Prepare 
business 
valuation for 
client 

1-2-1 with 
Team Leaders 

Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate 
tasks. 

Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate tasks. Teams meeting to 

finalise 
adjustments and 

audit file. 

 

 

12:00 
- 

13:00 

Research tax 
treatment for 
HNW client. 

Client meeting Review 
software 
updates with 
key team. 

Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate tasks. 

 

  
 

13:00 
- 

14:00 
LUNCH LUNCH LUNCH LUNCH LUNCH 

 

 

14:00 
- 

15:00 

Test ChatGPT 
for tax work. 

Discuss 
marketing 
plan with 
team. 

Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate 
tasks. 

Prepare for 
audit close 
down meeting. 

Review practice 
KPI's, update 
practice risk and 
KPI schedule. 
Review plans for 
next week / month 
/ quarter. 

 

 

15:00 
- 

16:00 

Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate tasks. 

1-2-1 with 
Team Leaders 

Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate 
tasks. 

Review and 
agree HNW tax 
letter. 

 

 

16:00 
- 

17:00 

CPD Course: 
Tax update. 

Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate 
tasks. 

Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate 
tasks. 

Deal with 
emails, client 
queries, 
delegate tasks. 

Teams meeting 
with A1 client. 

 

 
  



PRODUCTIVITY MAXIMISATION - CUTTING OUT THE DISTRACTIONS 

February 2024  13 

 But my door is always open… 

That’s great for you, but for me it does not make me effective. When that happens, I 
end up not giving the people that interrupt me my full attention and then whatever I am 
working on is slowed down by having to put it down and pick it up. I find it much more 
productive to have time when I can get on with things and time where I am more 
available – perhaps because I am doing a range of much smaller tasks. Then when I 
am interrupted I can stop what I am doing and focus on the person that has entered 
the room / emailed me. 

If you are like me, it can be helpful to mark out times when you are not available. 
Depending on how your office diary works this can be done by putting an appointment 
in for “Project Work” or “Research” or whatever it is, but making sure Outlook and 
Teams show you as not available. Note if you are not a principal, you may want to 
check this approach with them first. 

Then ensure that the office checks with the diary before getting in touch – for example 
I regularly have the team joking that “I saw you were on green in Teams, so I called.” 
That is fine by me, as I have nothing urgent on. 

Conversely, when I am on red, I often close Teams and Outlook so I am not distracted 
while working on something. 

Of course, there are always emergencies and – particularly for principals – you may 
want a system that can override any attempt to be alone! For us, we use a directors’ 
WhatsApp group, so that even if my Teams and Outlook are off (on my computer and 
phone) I can still be contacted in an emergency. 

What about your clients? 

Generally speaking, my clients do not expect an instant response but I appreciate 
there may be exceptions for you where you want that client to have an instant 
response, whatever the circumstances. To manage this there are a couple of options, 
for example: 

- When blocking out time to prioritise projects or people time, put an out of office 
message on that gives an alternative person to contact or an alternative way to 
contact you. 

The alternative person could be a confidential secretary, a peer, or an assistant 
you are mentoring to assist with your clients / tasks.  

- For your largest and most demanding clients you could give them your mobile 
number for “emergencies” which may make them feel special. 

- A few firms allow PA’s to monitor inboxes for the principals, but this involves a 
lot of trust. 

An ideal week 

As you look back at your own preferred way of working, time of working and location 
of working, how can you make your week work better for you? What tasks can you 
delegate and what can you delete? If you find things particularly difficult, should they 
be done when you are at home or in the office? Should they be done in the morning, 
midday or afternoon? 

Are there things some people are good at and you are not so good at? Can your 
workload be flexed to make that work? 
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As an example, I worked with one firm with a mix of partners. Some were great at 
getting new clients, some were technical experts and others were great with the team 
in the office. 

Like many firms, their strategy was to make everyone do all things, so all partners’ 
KPIs involved new clients, high level technical work and effective team building. This 
meant no-one was happy. 

We agreed to try a change, with partners getting targets that related to what they were 
best at. This involved changing how the partnership thought about profit sharing and 
bonuses but everyone was happier, more productive and the practice grew. 

I need a break 

As you look at the plan above, you may by dismayed or encouraged that each day 
starts at 9 and stops at 5. This is not the norm for many people for lots of reasons but 
I decided against showing people working until late in the evening! 

While this is going to be common for some people and we all have deadlines to meet, 
planning for work at 110% of capacity every week is not ideal and gives you no space 
for emergencies. 

As mentioned earlier, it is also unlikely to get more out of you and your team, as 
productivity falls as you work more. So be deliberate about breaks and stopping work 
– I have seen some firms proud of how many hours people work but I wonder if a 
properly planned week would get the same work done in less hours and that is 
something really to be proud of! 

So, take a break (or a few)! Studies show that taking regular breaks  actually boost 
your productivity. Work like a lion, not a cow! 

If you’re prone to getting sucked into your work and forgetting to step away, using a 
time management app on your iPhone will ensure you get up for a five-minute break 
between every work period. And if, like me, you struggle with back issues, this will help 
protect you from sitting still for so long you then have a major back problem! 

If you want to maximize your impact in a short break, head outside for some fresh air 
as some studies have shown that getting out into nature can alleviate mental fatigue. 
Of course, this is not possible for everyone, and in some cases, I recommend just 
walking around the office, saying “hello” to a couple of people in your team. When 
working with one partner, while he was very proud of his Nespresso machine in the 
corner of his office, he was also complaining of feeling burned out. So, we added in 
some decaf and moved the machine to the main kitchen. Now he has regular breaks 
as he walks to the kitchen, catches up with his team and comes back refreshed. Also, 
the team are very grateful for the nice coffee (which they help pay for).    

What about the evenings? 

It’s not just the stuff you do during the workday that impacts your productivity—the 
things you do outside of work carry a lot of weight too. Seemingly small changes can 
have a big impact on your energy levels, focus, and overall mood. Here are a few 
quick things to try: 

- Drink an entire glass of water before your morning coffee 

- Move your bedtime up (even a half hour helps) to get a little more sleep 

https://www.apa.org/monitor/2019/01/break


PRODUCTIVITY MAXIMISATION - CUTTING OUT THE DISTRACTIONS 

February 2024  15 

What about the emails after hours? 

That is a good question! I have colleagues that find they cannot sleep if they know 
there are emails to send. For others, emails appearing on their phone in the evening / 
weekends are a tremendous cause of stress.  

If the person sending the email is a principal, it can lead to problems of team members 
feeling they have to reply to show how “committed” they are. The same could be said 
of Teams and other messaging platforms. 

A compromise I have with my colleague, is that if she wants to write an email at the 
weekend, she does that, but she uses the Outlook settings to send it at 9am the next 
morning. If there is a desperate issue, then we can communicate via WhatsApp. 

Some organisations are so worried about this issue, they have written a policy. Could 
you use one similar to this: 

“We have a shared commitment to ensuring that everyone in the firm is able to flourish 
in their personal and professional lives. Although our professional identity is often 
interwoven with other aspects of our lives (e.g., we might have close friendships with 
colleagues), that does not mean we should neglect the other elements of life. As such, 
we have collectively designed a set of policies, practices, and guidelines designed to 
help every member of their team keep their life in balance. 

Our first goal is to focus on the quality of your work, rather than how much you work, 
when you work, or where you work. While everyone has core hours they are committed 
to work, we do not count the hours you work above this. We acknowledge that 
efficiency matters far more than the sheer volume of work. We ask you not to pressure 
others to maintain the type of schedule you prefer. (There are notable exceptions (e.g., 
attending weekly team meetings, one-on-one meetings, courses, etc.), but we will try 
to schedule these events during normal working hours. 

Our second goal is to acknowledge that many team members prefer to have a 
boundary between their work and personal lives. As such, no one in the firm is 
expected to respond on the weekends or evenings or meet during these times unless 
it is mutually agreed upon or a crisis. If something is genuinely urgent, please mark 
your email as URGENT (Ideally, put this in the subject line.) Otherwise, we will assume 
it is not urgent. If there is a crisis, it is often best to call or text someone as they may 
not be monitoring their email during off hours. To minimise less urgent email, we 
recommend using Send Later in Outlook to have your emails arrive on weekdays 
(even if you wish to send them outside normal work hours). 

Our third goal is to minimise distractions and busy work. There is no expectation to 
respond to emails that do not require a response or a send thanks to someone with 
an email (if you want to say thanks, please do swing by and say it in person since they 
will likely appreciate it more). We also encourage people to avoid replying all. To make 
this system work, however, we should aim to respond in a timely fashion to emails 
about clients (especially emails that require a response and might be holding someone 
else up).  

Our Fourth goal is to help one another uphold these values. If other team members 
are making unreasonable demands you should tell [the personnel partner]. He can 
help protect you from others’ demands or help you navigate delicate professional 
situations. You should do the same for people under your supervision. 
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Our final goal is to revisit these goals annually and update them as our work evolves 
and we discover better ways of maintaining a strong work-life balance. And also keep 
in mind that there are many important elements for maintaining your wellness in work 
and in life, more generally.” 

Even as I write this, I wonder how it would fit with some firms, but the principles are 
worth thinking about. Certainly, in a world where recruitment and retention is so 
difficult, showing a positive attitude to dealing with the risk of burnout will help the firm 
get and keep good team members.  

Knowing when to stop 

This is an area that has caused much debate in 20:20 – if the current task is not 
finished and it looks like its getting late, do you keep going or stop? 

Of course, you should continue to take breaks even if working late (especially in a 
technical field like accountancy) as your productivity and technical quality tends to drop 
as you get more tired. However, some experts would say it is fine to stop when the 
task is not finished as you will find it easy to get started the next day as you know 
exactly what to do, rather than starting the day with a new task. 

“The best way is always to stop when you are going good and when you know what 
will happen next. If you do that every day when you are writing a novel you will never 
be stuck. That is the most valuable thing I can tell you so try to remember it.” 

Ernest Hemingway 

However, others would say they cannot rest while there is something unfinished on 
their desk. This is something each of us can try – is it better to stop on time (perhaps 
with notes of what is left to do), or keep going and then sleep better.   
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MEETINGS V EMAILS 

The number of meetings you have in your diary may depend on the firm’s culture and 
your position in the business but they can be very productive, very boring or 
somewhere in between! 

Cut off from in-person communication, some managers are overcompensating with 
even more team meetings. Only now they often happen via video, which research 
shows — and anyone who’s been in back-to-back-to-back video calls can attest — are 
more mentally draining than in-person ones. N.B. If this is a problem for you, consider 
how you structure meetings and take breaks between them. 

Advice on facilitating better meetings is plentiful, but often skips a crucial first step: 
asking yourself whether you need to have a meeting in the first place. 

Sometimes, the most productive meeting is the one that never happened. 

Why have a meeting at all? 

That is a really good question and while large companies often seem to have too many 
meetings, they do have a purpose: 

Time in meetings has more than tripled since Feb 2020. Nearly a third of meetings 
are unnecessary - wasting $25M a year for every 1k people. 

There are 4 reasons to meet: to decide, learn, bond, and do. If it doesn't serve one of 
those purposes, cancel it. 

Adam Grant 

So, meetings can be useful to bond a team, to debate and decide on an issue, to allow 
people to process change and accept action plans to do it. It can also save a lot of 
emails! 

If you are planning to have a meeting, consider who is invited and what they can 
contribute. Consider how long it will be, what the output will be and who will record 
that. Once you know all that, then draft the agenda and circulate any necessary 
information before the meeting (for the internal processors) and be ready to lead it. 

Jeff Bezos famously outlawed PowerPoint decks at Amazon meetings, instead 
requiring everyone to read 4 to 6-page memos (front and back!) that he said forces 
better thinking: 

“The reason writing a ‘good’ four-page memo is harder than ‘writing’ a 20-page 
PowerPoint is because the narrative structure of a good memo forces better thought 

and better understanding of what’s more important than what.” 

In terms of agendas and material, there are lots of apps that can help do that. You 
could use network / SharePoint / OneDrive files, or Notion / OneNote so allow people 
to upload reports and collaborate on the agenda. As much as possible try and avoid 
copies of documents and instead use links to shared documents / spaces. 

If you struggle to get anyone to take minutes, try services like Fireflies, which can be 
invited to online meetings to write minutes, and can then be asked to summarise and 
pull out the action points.  

With that in mind, we put together a flowchart to help you decide whether to have a 
meeting or just send an email. We’ve also included a few tips for culling the meetings 
you have and minimizing the costs of the ones you decide to keep. 

https://qz.com/work/1837095/remote-meetings-in-the-covid-19-era-are-relentless/
http://blogs.ltcrevolution.com/signature-learning/files/2016/09/bezos.jpg
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Account for the “blast radius” 

This is an interesting idea that relates to the impact of meetings on different people. 
Essentially it implies that “managers” often have a much “faster moving” diary and so 
are used to things in 1 hour blocks, whereas more junior staff may be used to working 
in longer blocks of time and a midmorning meeting may really break up that morning 
where the person needed to get their head into a project. 

When deciding whether to call a meeting or send an email, be sure to factor in 
the full opportunity cost in lost productivity. 

Declare “No Meeting Mornings” or “No Meeting Mondays” 

One way to reduce the context-switching cost of meetings is to block them from certain 
times of the day or week. Instead of bouncing back and forth between work mode and 
meeting mode, separate your workday into two blocks: work time and meeting time (or 
maker time and manager time if you like). Block your work time off on your calendar, 
and don’t let people eat into it with meetings. 

Limit meeting size to 5 or fewer 

Studies show that small teams are more effective than large ones. Fewer people 
means that each person feels more accountable for contributing to the project. 

The same logic can be applied to meetings. The more people involved, the easier it is 
for attendees to tune out. It’s much harder to loaf on a call with four other people than 
it is on a call of ten or fifteen. 

The cost of each additional person is even higher when you’re meeting virtually. Each 
added person increases the chances of scheduling conflicts, technical difficulties, 
background noise, and those inevitable awkward moments where two people try to 
talk at once. 

While there are exceptions to every rule (e.g., “all-hands” meetings to promote team 
cohesion), very few meetings require more than five people. 

Decline invites or leave if you’re not adding value 

Just because a meeting is productive doesn’t mean it’s productive for everyone who’s 
there. And just because it’s productive for someone to be in a meeting doesn’t mean 
it’s productive for them to be there the whole time. How often have you had to sit 
through an hour-long meeting when only five minutes were actually relevant to you? 

There’s an easy way to remedy these situations: Let people know it’s ok to decline 
invites if they don’t feel they’ll add value to the meeting, or to bow out in the middle of 
a meeting if it becomes clear their presence isn’t needed. 

Here’s what Elon Musk says about the meeting culture at Tesla: 

“It is not rude to leave. It is rude to make someone stay and waste their time.” 

Of course, this is not a universal truth – sometimes the role of a senior person at a 
meeting is to oversee and mentor others and a junior person cannot just avoid 
meetings they don’t like! However, it is worth thinking critically about each meeting 
and if they do not work, provide feedback and work on improving the culture. 

 

  

https://blog.doist.com/small-team-collaboration/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_loafing
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EMAILS v TEAMS v LEAVE ME ALONE! 

One of the biggest distractions we all face is messages. This has only grown with more 
remote working and the rise of Teams and other messaging services. In this section 
we consider whether Teams can help reduce our inbox and provide a better reference 
source. 

Do I need to know at all? 

Sometimes I am swamped by emails, and I am just being CC’d in. I don’t need to do 
anything in a lot of cases and I am not sure I need to know, but someone has sent it 
to me “just in case”. In these cases there is probably some training to the team that 
they can have confidence in what they are doing, and if we need a record of what they 
have done, put it in the CRM. 

Of course if it is a more complex situation that needs a debate amongst a team – it 
maybe that we need to call a meeting! 

Teams Conversations, Chat or Email? Deciding which one is best 

The introduction of Microsoft Teams in recent years has given us more communication 
options, including ‘chat’, ‘conversations’ and video meetings. On the surface, this 
might appear to be a good thing, however I think it has created some confusion within 
teams and organisations around which communication method should be used when. 
In fact, many teams are not as productive as they could be as a result. 

Let’s recap the ways you can communicate with Microsoft Teams. There are three 
main tools: 

1. Meetings via video (Teams Meeting) 

2. Chat (one-to-one or in a group) 

3. Conversations (within a Channel) 

Each have their own pros and cons. To keep it simple, I’ll leave Teams Meetings out 
of this discussion and focus here on the distinction between chat and conversations in 
channels. 

 Chat 

The chat feature (under the ‘Chat’ icon on the left-hand side of the Microsoft Teams 
desktop application) is very similar to what we’ve all become used to with the instant 
messaging apps on our phones – apps like Google Messages, Facebook Messenger, 
WhatsApp or Apple Messages. 

Just as you can in those apps, you can use chat to send a quick message to someone 
in your organisation, or to a group of people (Group Chat). Messages are private 
between you and the people you’re chatting to, whether that is just one person or a 
group. No one else can see these interactions. 

I like to see chat as being a lot like what happens when you bump into someone in the 
office and have a quick chat about something. ‘Water cooler’ conversations, you might 
say. The difference is that, as on your phone, all your chat with a particular person or 
group is preserved in the ‘thread’, so you can go back and revisit old chat messages 
if you need to. You might also set up a “group Chat” to organise a small event or some 
training. Or you may need to create a Group Chat for an online discussion with several 
people in different departments within Teams. 
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One unique thing you can do in chat is mark a message as important, or even urgent. 
(See the screenshot below.) Obviously, it’s a good idea to use the ‘Urgent’ status 
sparingly. If something is really urgent, you’re probably best picking up the phone or 
wandering down the corridor to speak to your colleague face-to-face. 

One significant limitation of chat over a conversation within a channel is that chat 
doesn’t provide access to SharePoint files or storage space in the same way that 
conversations do. I’ll explain this in more detail below. 

Teams Conversations in a Channel 

A conversation in Teams takes place within a channel in a team (under the ‘Teams’ 
icon on the left-hand side of the Microsoft Teams desktop application). Within a team, 
every member can see all the channel conversations going on, even if they aren’t 
actively a part of a particular conversation. (This can be a good way for the boss to 
keep in touch with what’s going on without having to be copied into a million emails.) 

Within a team, there is the automatically created ‘General’ channel and you can create 
further, separate channels related to specific projects. This is already cleaner than 
email, where discussion of various projects can so easily get mixed up, but it gets even 
better because within each channel you can create endless separate conversations 
around a specific project. (See screenshot below.) 

 

A conversation inside a channel can be tighter, more interactive and more effective 
than just creating an email thread. And it is far easier to track the progress of a 
conversation as a result as you will see below, which is why I think moving internal 
team communication away from email and into channel conversations is such a good 
idea. 

Do keep in mind that this is unlikely to be linked to your CRM and so don’t forget to 
copy key comments / documents into the relevant “client” at the end of the project. 
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Subject line heading for each new channel conversation 

You should start a “conversation” in a Channel by including a subject line, much in the 
same way you would do in an email. This gets the conversation off to a good start and 
makes it far easier to identify the various subject threads, without having to scan them 
to find out what the conversation is all about. (See below) 

You do this by selecting the purple “New conversation” button and then selecting the 
“Format” icon on the “Start a new conversation” window which appears. Then select 
the “Format” Icon on the bottom left of that Window to reveal the “Add a subject” option 
appear. 

 

Channel Conversation Rules 

Just one word of warning: for conversations to work as intended, everyone needs to 
follow the ‘rules’ of channel conversations. That is, making sure relevant replies are 
made within the right conversation and starting a new conversation for a new topic. 
However, if everyone does this, the conversation is far easier to track. Plus you also 
solve the problem of emails that try to cover too much ground. 

Remember though, that your conversations within a channel are not private. Anyone 
in the ‘team’ can see them, and can join in. That is the point though: you want everyone 
who needs to know what is happening (i.e. the team) to be able to keep in touch 
without them having to be copied in on every email. With smart use of notifications, 
you can keep in touch with a project without being constantly interrupted by emails 
that you don’t need to respond to. 



PRODUCTIVITY MAXIMISATION - CUTTING OUT THE DISTRACTIONS 

February 2024  23 

The other big advantage that a channel conversation has over email (and Chat) is you 
can use the ‘shared workspace’ to keep relevant documents together and accessible 
by every member of the team. Each team has its own online SharePoint site on which 
you can share and collaborate on documents, etc. This very effectively overcomes the 
email problem of attachments that get lost in the conversation or where multiple 
versions or copies are created. 

 

This might be useful for client work but can be of great benefit for office notices, 
policies and so forth. Meaning your inbox is not filled with reminders about holiday 
policy or chats about where to go for David’s birthday meal. 

Chat, Channel Conversations or Email? 
By far the most effective way of communicating via Teams is to develop your own 
protocols for doing so. Ideally, everyone will understand when to use chat and when 
to use conversations within channels, and how to use those conversations effectively. 
There are multiple ways to do this – the most important thing is that you find a way 
that works for your team. I’d like to suggest a number of things for the consideration 
of you and your team. 

Firstly, avoid using email for ‘internal’ conversations, that is, communication within 
your department or team. Try to get everyone thinking ‘Teams’ first (and make that 
“per team” and minimise the “let’s Teams everyone”. Before you send an email, check 
whether there is already a Team or channel set up in Teams that includes all the 
relevant people and relates to the project you need to discuss. If not, consider creating 
a new team or channel. Or perhaps start a conversation in the General channel. The 
more everyone gets used to using Teams conversations by default, the more everyone 
will get used to it. And everyone can enjoy a much slimmer email inbox! 

Secondly, use Chat (one-to-one or with select groups) within the team for those ‘off to 
the side’ chats you have between a select group of people. Remember, unlike a 
conversation within a channel, only those involved in a specific chat can see those 
messages. 

Finally, to reiterate what I suggested earlier, sit down with your team to agree on when 
to use Teams Chat, Conversations or Email. This conversation may include when to 
phone or text or even when a face-to-face meeting is required. 
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IN SUMMARY – 10 TOP TIPS 

We have covered a lot of ground on this course and while we all have different issues 
depending on the culture of the firm and our role within it, hopefully some of the points 
have resonated and will help you improve your productivity going forward. To get the 
most out of this course, why not take a minute to highlight the 1 or 2 areas you are 
going to focus on this month to make a change: 

1. Understand how you work best 

 

 

2. Manage your energy, not just your time 

 

 

3. Build a better to-do list 

 

 

4. Take control of your day 

 

 

5. Batch tasks by time (e.g. research / collaboration / technical work / client 
contact) & have times where you are not contactable 

 

 

6. Prioritize healthy habits & take a break (or a few) 

 

 

7. Change your scenery to match the work 

 

 

8. Have less (but better) meetings 

 

 

9. Improve your communication methods 

 

 

10. Investigate productivity tools  
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