


How I Slayed the Email Monster and Got
My Life Back, or A Simple Guide to
Inbox Zero 
 

I get and send a lot of emails. At times my inbox has been overwhelming. I have
spent full days working through my email— which leaves me feeling
unproductive.

Your most important work rarely starts in your inbox.

You inbox is someone else’s to do list. It’s things that others are telling you and
information that they are asking you for. Rarely does the most important work of
your day happen there.

For me, anything in my inbox takes up mental space. This is why I shouldn’t check
my email until I’ve done your most important work. If I know what’s in that inbox,
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I will be thinking about it. It’s better not to know until I have time to work with it.
It’s also better to knock it out all at once rather than let it run my life.

The problem is that I send a lot of emails. I send a personal email to everyone who
subscribes to this blog. My inbox can get a little out of hand if I’m not careful.

I wanted to share with you how I beat the email monster and keep a (close to)
inbox zero. I’d encourage you to try some of these things and/or share your
thoughts in the comments.

Put Email on Your Schedule

There are two reasons that this is important:
1) Email can take up way too much time. It is tempting for me to check it as a
way out of other hard work that I’m doing.

2) You need to know when you will respond to emails so you can schedule them
accordingly (more on that in a moment).

If I don’t have it in my schedule, it will keep me from my other, more important
work and it will take more of my time than it should.

Each email is a task that needs to be done.

Your inbox is like a to-do list. Anything in it needs an action. Anything left in it
when you leave it is something you are procrastinating.

The difficulty is that there is such a wide range of action that each email could
take.

Some need to be read and archived.
Some get deleted.
Some have multiple steps involved: checking dates, waiting for responses
from others, etc.).

The more work an email needs, the more likely it is to stay in your inbox. Since
the goal is to get it out of your inbox, you need to find a way to deal with it later
and also clear the inbox space.

Enter email tools:
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Use an Email Scheduler

If you don’t have time to answer an email or you don’t have what you need to
answer it right now, you can get it out of your inbox and schedule it to return at a
later date when you will be able to deal with it.

Here are some of the tools for scheduling your emails:
Follow Up Then – add a custom email address in the BCC field and your message
will return at the date you request (bonus– it’s free!). Follow Up Then is my tool of
choice for scheduling.

Boomerang – Boomerang for gmail was the first application to do scheduling. I
used it for a long time until Follow Up Then came along.

Unsubscribe and Turn Off Notifications

If you’re getting emails that you’re not reading, turn them off. Whether it’s an
email list that you signed up for or social media notifications, only keep what you
want to be reading. My preference is to keep social media out of my inbox.

Use an App for Reading and For Saving

If someone emails me an article or if a blogger that I subscribe to writes
something that I want to read, I click through to the website and save the article
using another service. I use Pocket for reading things later, and I also use 
Evernote for saving sites and information.

By using these other apps, I can quickly deal with emails and know that the
information or articles will not get lost.

Use a Task Manager

Many emails include other tasks and work . You may need to put together a quote,
create something substantial, or touch base with someone else. In this case, you
should create a task for yourself outside of your inbox.

You can use any to-do list manager for this, or even an old fashioned piece of
paper. I recommend using something online that can be synced between devices.

My tool of choice is Asana. I use it for everything from personal to do lists, to
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advanced project managment— everything from home remodeling projects to
collaborating on marketing materials for my photography company.

Additionally, if you use Gmail, you can grab the url from the email in your inbox
and paste it into the item on your to do list. Then when you complete the to do
item, you can quickly navigate back to your email to send it along.

Asana also offers a Gmail plugin that allows you to create tasks from within Gmail
on the sidebar. This makes the whole process even easier.

Use The Send and Archive Button (in gmail)

In gmail, you can set your “send” button to both send the message and archive it.
This takes a few clicks out of the process. You can find it in gmail settings.

Use Auto-Advance (in gmail)

A huge breakthrough in my email workflow was to turn on auto-advance in gmail.
I found that I would see my list of emails and feel overwhelmed by them and not
know where to start. Every time I took care of one email, I was forced to make the
the difficult choice of which email to tackle next. It took way too much energy.

By using auto-advance in gmail, when I hit the send and archive button (see
above), the next email in my inbox opens right in front of me. This takes all the
choice out. My only choice is to deal with the email (respond, schedule for later,
save in another app, or archive or delete).

Gmail users will find auto-advance in the “labs” tab in your settings.

Turn off multiple inboxes (in gmail)

This is straightforward, but multiple inboxes only encourages you to keep things
in your inbox and switching between boxes only takes extra time.

Use Your Phone… for Phone Calls

Some things are so much easier to handle with a short phone call rather than
multiple emails back and forth. Just yesterday I spend almost 30 minutes on an
email that — as I realized after I sent it — could have been taken care of with a
short phone call.

Some people get really crazy about short emails and limit how many sentences
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they’ll write (see five.sentenc.es). I’m not there, but I do choose to make phone
calls when it’s appropriate.

We can do so many things with our phones that we forget to use them to make
calls. Want to spend less time on email? Get all retro and make some
phone calls. 

Turn Off Email Notifications

Email notifications pull you back into your inbox any time emails come in.
Whether on your phone or another device, if you’re reading emails when you’re
not ready to respond you’re wasting a lot of time.

This is how it goes:

You get a notificaiton.
You read the email and think about it for a moment.
Unless it’s a simple reply, you go back to whatever you’re doing.
Later, you come back and want to reply, but to do so you have to 1) read it
again, and 2) think about it again.

It’s a time suck. Avoid it if possible.

Some people go so far as to delete the email apps off of thier mobile devices. It’s
up to you to find what works best, but the point is to limit your time, exposure,
and mental energy expenditures as much as possible.

Use Your Workflow

With all of these tools in place (Follow Up Then, Evernote, Pocket, Auto-advance,
and Send & Archive), my workflow looks something like this:
1) Go to my inbox. I quickly select and delete anything that is not relevant that
day (bank statements, other updates).
2) Next I open the top email.
3) Take the appropriate action. The options are:

Read
Read & respond
Save to an app
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Or schedule it to return later (if I can’t take care of it right away)

4) Once I archive, schedule, or delete the current email, the next email in my
inbox automatically opens.
5) Repeat steps 3 and 4 until your inbox is empty.

Congratulations. You’re made it to inbox zero!

When It Doesn’t Work

As much as I wish I could say that my inbox is always at zero, it’s not. There are
two reasons for this:

1. I am either between scheduled email work (which is expected and good).
2. Or I haven’t been following my rules (which is bad).

That was a lot! That’s my process. Tell me: what works for you? How you stay
on top of emails?
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I am on a mission. A mission to kindle a fire inside you, to find the things that make 
you feel alive, and to help you set yourself on fire. 
 
Welcome to the Meaning Movement. This is a blog and community of people 
pursuing deeper meaning in what they do. We’re people who believe that work is 
more than something you do just to get a paycheck— you have something to give and 
create and we want to help you create it. If you have a desire to make an impact, dig 
deeper into your passions, and/or simply want help finding your way then this blog is 
for you! 
 
I write about an article a week to inspire you to find your life’s work and dig 
deeper into the things you do. I’m always seeking to serve and help my readers. If 
you’d like to keep up with the blog, I’d invite you to subscribe. I’ll also send you a copy 
of my ebook The Meaning Manifesto: Foundational Truths for Work Worth Doing as a 
thank you.
 
Want to learn more? Connect with me on social and visit the website.  
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