
CHAPTER 1: PERSONAL TIME MANAGEMENT
Tools, Systems, and Habits for Getting Started

“Master your time, master your life.” 

Time management is a skill every professional must have and every other skill in this 
series depends on this.

This chapter gives you the context to understand time management, the tools to set 
up your personal system, and the habits to keep it all running day to day. A strong 
time management system turns good intentions into an actual routine.

Time management does not require talent. It requires a carefully designed system 
that you use consistently.

PART I: KNOW YOUR CONTEXT
Time management starts with understanding where you work so that you can show up 
effective and reliable from the beginning.

UNDERSTAND YOUR WORK ENVIRONMENT

Learn your industry and your specific organization's mission, goals, and leadership 
structure. Understand the short- and long-term strategic goals, how they roll into your 
department's goals, and how those become your own annual goals.

Once you see how your work connects to a larger strategy, you treat it differently. 
Truly understanding your personal contributions and how your work impacts others 
helps you organize requests and tasks in a way that keeps everyone moving forward. 

BENEFIT

Understanding where your work sits within the organization's strategy  helps you 
prioritize requests and complete tasks in a timely manner.

UNDERSTAND YOUR ORGANIZATION'S POLICIES AND PROCEDURES

Your organization's manuals, policies, and procedures are your single most important 
compliance source. Master them: know what they say and be ready to refer back to 
them to support your decisions.

Requests tied to policies and procedures usually affect the organization's ability to 
comply  with  regulations  and  requirements.  Time  management  is  essential  here 
because a late response could cost the organization its compliance standing.

BENEFIT

Learning your policies and procedures lets you act swiftly and decidedly instead of 
wasting time looking for answers you should already know.

UNDERSTAND THE RULES AND REGULATIONS SURROUNDING YOUR FIELD
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If your work touches donor funds, government, foundation, or private, or requires 
compliance with state, federal, national, or international regulations, you must know 
those rules and comply with them fully.  Your success depends on how well  you 
manage them and how well you help others manage them, too.

Requests  tied  to  these  rules  often  decide  whether  the  organization  can  keep 
implementing a project at all.  A misunderstood rule could lead to wasted time or 
entirely scrapped projects. 

BENEFIT

Knowing the rules and regulations that govern your field protects the project, and the 
organization, from a compliance failure you could have prevented. 

UNDERSTAND YOUR ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES

Your role is why you are at the organization. Core activities are the tasks tied to your 
position title,  the major  duties listed in  your position description.  They must be 
performed, and they deserve your utmost urgency and energy. Non-core activities 
are tasks you also must perform, usually as other duties assigned or in response to 
inquiries. 

Everything you produce must be accurate and compliant with every applicable rule, 
regulation, policy, and procedure. Depending on your title, you may be the guarantor 
of a policy's implementation or simply expected to operate within it.

Invest in additional skills and knowledge, too.  This will build your usefulness, your 
productivity, and your chances of promotion.

BENEFIT

Knowing what is core to your role, and what is not, lets you protect your priorities  
without letting the rest slip.

PART II: TOOLS
These four basic tools compose your time management system. Each has one job. 
Using  the  right  one  for  the  right  purpose  keeps  requests  from  getting  lost  or 
duplicated and shows others you are in control.

YOUR INBOX

Ask that every official request come through email, so it lands in your inbox. It is fine 
for a request to start as a Teams or Zoom message, a phone call, a meeting, or a 
hallway conversation. Just ask that the official version follows by email. This keeps 
requests from scattering across channels, where they get hard to track and monitor.

The inbox itself is a delivery point, not a tracking system. Move each request out of it 
during  your  dedicated  Non-Core  time  (discussed  in  detail  in  Part  III) for 
communication, and into your queue, then your tracker.

PRIMARY GOAL

Get all initial requests in one place that you visit regularly. 

YOUR QUEUE
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A queue is a chronological record of requests, kept in a notebook or an electronic 
format. Its only job: capture requests in the order received so that you can tell each 
requester where they stand.

During your dedicated Non-Core time for communication, log new requests in the 
order received, then process the queue first in, first out. It is the fairest default, and it 
should stay the default. Reserve exceptions for genuine emergencies. Handle  the 
exception,  then  return  immediately  to  first-in,  first-out.  If  someone  repeatedly 
submits late requests expecting to jump the line, address it directly.

PRIMARY GOAL

Keep a current, chronological list of requests so that you can keep track of your 
capacity and avoid taking on more than you can realistically manage at one time.

YOUR TRACKER

A tracker is where you begin to rank and organize requests from the queue based on 
complexity, difficulty, priority, and any potential collaborators. This builds on your 
queue by organizing the requests in order of how they should be completed, not 
necessarily in order of who asked first. Before you can successfully organize your 
tracker, you will need to master the personal systems detailed in Part III.

PRIMARY GOAL

Fully articulate the scope and required resources for each request so that you have a 
true understanding of the time required for each task and can see simultaneous 
requests side-by-side, ensuring appropriate planning and realistic expectations. The 
tracker is where you also account for priority and complexity and move requests up or 
down the list based on those factors. 

YOUR CALENDAR

Once a request is fully logged in the tracker, it moves to the calendar. Assess what is 
already on your schedule, account for the time needed for those tasks and the new 
one, then schedule the work, plus reminders, into Core or Non-Core time.

Your calendar should also hold every recurring requirement or deadline that applies to 
your role. As discussed earlier, it is your job to know your position and the policies and 
guidelines that impact you. Knowing these, and the expectations associated with 
them, will help you manage both repeated tasks and new requests as they come in. 

PRIMARY GOAL

Make your work visible and hold yourself accountable to your own deadlines. Once 
you have logged due dates and checkpoints, stick to them. 

PART III: PERSONAL SYSTEMS
Now that you understand your tools, you can put them to work with your personal 
systems. Run these consistently and show that you are in control; that is what people 
notice and remember. A strong personal system allows you to be a strong team 
member, which we will cover in the next chapter.

DUE DILIGENCE
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Determine how much effort  a  request  requires,  so  you can estimate a  realistic 
timeframe  for  completion.  Establish  the  difficulty  level,  whether  it  is  solo  or 
collaborative, internal or external, your own familiarity with it, and whether tools, 
templates, or subject matter experts already exist in your department. To fully assess 
the complexity of a task, you may need to ask for some clarification. Do this when you 
are moving tasks to your tracker, before you begin working, so you have the full  
picture and can appropriately allocate your time and focus.

Once you fully understand the complexity of a task, now you can focus on the priority 
level. Weigh a request's importance, including its source, to decide how soon it needs 
attention. Something not due today may still need to start today. The more complex 
and important an ask is, the sooner you should begin working. 

Requests from leadership, sponsors and donors, and compliance offices carry higher 
priority  by  default.  Collaboration  with  external  entities  does  too,  given  the 
coordination it demands. This does not make other deliverables less important; it 
simply tells you what to work on first, second, and why.

ALLOCATION

Every deliverable belongs in one of two buckets: Core Time for focused, high-value 
work: analysis, writing, problem-solving, major  projects; Non-Core Time  for email, 
meetings,  scheduling,  and  routine  coordination.  Once  you  have  assessed  and 
understood your requests, you can now place them into the appropriate buckets.

Book Core Time when your energy is highest, usually the morning. A good daily 
rhythm may look like this:

● First hour: Non-Core work, communication and planning for the day.

● Next two hours: Core work.

● Hour before lunch: Non-Core work.

● First hour after lunch: Non-Core work.

● Next two hours: Core work.

● Last hour: Non-Core work, communication and closing the day.

When a task is too big or too broad, break it into smaller portions and assign each one 
a deadline. Progress like this protects your morale and ensures that no piece of the 
project falls through the cracks.

After you have broken your requests into smaller chunks and assigned them to the 
appropriate buckets, decide whether you can finish within the timeline given from the 
requester, or whether you need more time. Since this becomes your commitment, 
build in a buffer for the unexpected. Inform the requester and your supervisor of the 
ultimate deadline, and provide updates along the way during a longer project. 

EFFICIENCY

As more requests start to come your way, you will learn which kinds of tasks are 
repeated.  If  you complete  the same  task three times, it  earns itself  a  reusable 
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template. Templates cut repeated effort, improve consistency, and buy back time. 
Use them for email responses, status updates, request forms, reports, reconciliations, 
financial workbooks, checklists, project plans, meeting agendas, policy responses, 
trackers, and recurring deliverables. Part of efficiency also means minimizing back 
and  forth.  As  mentioned  earlier,  good  time  management  begins  with  you 
understanding the context in which you work and the policies and guidelines that 
shape it;  ensure  that  you are  not  asking  questions  that  could  be  answered by 
reviewing your company’s policies and/or regulations. 

HOW IT ALL WORKS TOGETHER

● Due diligence, allocation, and efficiency: these are your personal systems for 

success. Ask the questions so that you can organize your work correctly which helps 
you maintain efficiency.

● Work through these systems each day to keep your queue and tracker organized 

and your work flowing smoothly.

● Your organized work flow will make you a valued member of your team.

PART IV: HABITS
Tools and systems only hold up with supporting habits around them. A professional 
who protects focus, closes loops, and communicates without being asked is reliable 
and in control.

PROTECT CORE AND NON-CORE TIME

Build the habit of protecting your focus time. Before a Core Time block starts, remove 
every distraction: notifications, social media, music, the TV, your phone within reach, 
anything that pulls you away from your best work.

BENEFIT

Protected Core Time each day makes deep, quality work possible while also leaving 
room for necessary routine tasks.

CLOSE LOOPS DAILY

Close every loop before you end your day. Reserve the last thirty to sixty minutes of 
your workday for this: update your tracker, send any quick follow-ups still needed, 
review what is still open, and set tomorrow's top priorities before you log off.

BENEFIT

Daily closeout reduces mental clutter and prevents unfinished work from becoming 
disorganized.

END THE WEEK STRONG

Batch both Core and Non-Core work into Friday. Save lower-focus tasks like allocation, 
reporting, and projections for the end of the week, as long as they do not conflict with 
a standing deadline.

BENEFIT
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A strong Friday routine prevents routine work from piling up and makes Monday 
easier to start.

PART V: WHY THIS MATTERS
Every other chapter in this series assumes the context, tools, systems, and habits 
built here are already in place. Priority management assumes you already have a 
tracker to organize what you are carrying. Mastering your deliverables, expectations, 
workload, communication, and collaboration all depend on the same foundation: a 
professional who knows what is on their plate, when it is due, and how to keep it 
moving.

Reputation  forms  quickly  and  changes  slowly.  Once  colleagues  and  supervisors 
decide whether your work can be trusted, that impression is hard to undo. Build these 
habits early and apply them consistently so that you can be the professional you want 
to be.

Master your time, and you master your life. Every other skill in this series depends on 
it.

UP NEXT
Now that you have mastered your own personal time management system, you can 
add value to the team.
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