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Strategy: Write it down
Life (sometimes) goes fast. It may feel hard
to keep up. Stop me if I sound like an
advertisement. Yet at the end of a day full
of activities that felt urgent and important
at the time, there is a moment when
everything that has happened is just a blur.

It might be me. But what helps give me
some control over the days that fly
by, as well as the ones that drag,
is to turn to my calendar system. I
write down whatever needs to
happen and when. I sometimes
write down a note on what has
happened, such as “finally got flu
shot,” so that later when I wonder
if I did it, I can check back. I admit
that’s easier to do on my digital
calendar, since I can search for the
word “flu.” I don’t track everything
I do, but I have tried to capture
anything that I might need to check on
later.

At various times throughout the month
depending on how much has been going
on, I write down reflections about what I’ve
done and what I still need to do. I use
writing as a process to sift through what
went well and what I wish had gone
differently. These reflections give me the
space to imagine new possibilities and
strategies, and in some cases, to create
new opportunities. Stopping to write these
thoughts down seems to give me more
time and allows me to improve how I use
my time.

So when I ask you to make it a goal to
Write it Down, I want you to consider
multiple ways that writing something down
could help. Still, there is a very pragmatic
time management strategy that will likely
seem obvious but is critical: Write down
every appointment or deadline as soon you
know about it. Don’t wait.

Here are a few other ways that this
strategy can boost your success in
time management:

■Write down all deadlines in a way
that ensures you will see them in
advance of the actual deadline.

■Write down your goals for the day
and week, usually in a to-do list.

■Write down a reminder where you
will be most likely to see it.

■Write down whatever it is that might help
you later on, so it’s there when you need it.

You may know that you will remember. Or
you may know that someone, such as the
doctor’s office, will remind you of the
appointment. Write it down anyway. You
will protect yourself from double-booking,
you will increase the odds of remembering
what needs to be done, and you will not
have to worry about forgetting something
because it will already be in your calendar
system.

To be honest, writing it down is often the
only difference between whether I get a
task done or not.
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Strategy: Look at it
You will not be the first to comment that I
am the master of the obvious. But obvious
or not, this piece of advice is perhaps the
most helpful one I could share with you. No
time management tool works unless you
LOOK AT IT. Or listen to it, if sight is not
your strong suit. Or engage with whatever
mode works for you.

I’m going to beat this drum a few more
times, but before I do, you may
observe, as I have, that when
you first use a time
management tool, especially
one that is appealing or
technologically nifty, the novelty
helps. It feels new and
interesting to use that task list
or calendar system or to
rearrange your post-it notes on your wall.
Novelty in general is helpful… at first. At
the start of a new semester or new job, for
example, there is a good chance you may
benefit from fresh energy to tackle your
work.

I will let you ponder if that is the case for
you or not, and if you have any control over
how often you can tackle something anew
or how often you can adopt a new tool to
boost enthusiasm. Still, it has been my
experience that the novelty and fresh
energy wear off. That’s when many of us
fall off track. Various tricks and reflective
work may aid in getting back on track. In
my experience, what helps in one situation
may not help in the next. Nonetheless, no
matter what tricks you try (a small piece of
candy every half hour, for example) or deep

work (mindfulness, for example), you still
have to make a deliberate effort to spend
time with your time management tools.

To manage time well, choosing the right
tools is the first step, as I discussed in Just
Start, my first quick guide.

Effort and habit come next. You have to put
in the effort to engage with the time

management tool. If I create a
task list, I have to look at it, at
least once a day. I might not
want to look at it because it will
remind me of all I need to do,
but more work gets
accomplished if I look at my list
than if I don’t. Or my calendar.
Or my post-it notes. Or my

journal passages. Or my cartoon depiction
of the week or any other creative tool you
develop. Whichever tools you use, you
have to engage with them at least once a
day. Look at them even when you think you
already know what you will see.

You may rebel against the calendar or the
list. I, too, record tasks on my lists and
calendar and still refuse to do them. Yes, I
admit it. Sometimes I postpone the task to
a future date. Sometimes I realize that I no
longer value that task, and I am not going
to do it. Sometimes, such decisions make
me quite happy, and other times, these
decisions come back to haunt me. Or
when I’m in a better mood later on, I
discover the task is more pleasant than I
expected, and I don’t even know why I
refused to do it earlier.
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Look at it, continued
That’s okay. Engaging with time
management tools does not mean you give
up the ability to be flexible or to rebel. It
just ensures that you make these choices
consciously rather than accidentally. If I’m
going to back out of a commitment, I
would like to stand behind that decision. I
want to do it on purpose.

I am imagining a possible argument, one I
hope is completely imaginary and none of
you would seriously consider it credible.
But let’s address it just in case. Here’s the
imagined argument: By not looking at the
calendar, I can blame my lack of time
management for letting someone down. Or
I can just explain that I ran out of time
rather than explain that I chose not to do
what I had committed to do. Indeed, there
are some people who hate to say no to
anyone so they use their lack of time
management skills as a way to say no.

Here is my answer to this argument: You
are making the choice not to follow
through, even if by default. You are
responsible for the commitments you make
with your time, every single one of them,
with or without a time management
system.

But Cama, you argue (correctly), some
people have unusually difficult
circumstances or for completely
understandable reasons have to tackle
their work differently from others, and
therefore they literally do not have the time
or the resources to fulfill some
commitments.

My answer: Then don’t make the
commitment. Or create a more flexible
arrangement in advance.

But Cama, you continue, sometimes a
crisis arises unexpectedly.

My response: Of course. So let the people
know that you cannot fulfill your
commitment due to the crisis. Otherwise,
manage your time.

Acting responsibly does not mean you
have to become a perfect person. Looking
at your calendar will not turn you into a
perfect person, either (speaking for myself
here). But it will increase the odds that you
will be the one deciding which
commitments to keep and when. That’s
important.

Here is the secret to success: Make
yourself engage with your calendar. Make it
a habit. If you aren’t sure what to do at any
given point in the day, double-check your
calendar. I look at mine at the start of the
day, periodically throughout the day, and at
the end of the day. I consult my calendar
on some days more often than others,
depending on how busy I am and how
much flexibility I have in using my time for
the day. Yet whether the day is hectic or
flexible, I am always in a better place if I
look at the calendar or time management
tool than if I do not.

Try it: Pick a time each day (or more than
one) to engage with your time management
system every day.
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Strategy: Keep it with you
So you may have figured out that I want
you to consult your calendar system
frequently. It turns out that this is easier to
do if you have this
system with you at all
times.

In the first quick guide, I
recommended that you
commit to a portable
system. Make sure it’s
not just portable, but
that you really have it
with you at all times.

People who access the
calendar on their cell
phones probably have
the easiest time with this
step. Most of us with
phones already have the habit of bringing it
with us everywhere, even of storing the
phone in the same pocket or purse or
similar place.

A paper-based calendar is just as portable,
with the added advantage that looking at it
won’t include potential distractions like

phone calls, texts, the internet, games,
etcetera. It may take some effort to decide
how to carry the paper calendar with you—

a backpack, briefcase,
purse, or reusable cloth
grocery bag can work
well. It helps me to be
deliberate about it,
thinking through what I
will use to carry the
calendar and then
consciously making a
habit of carrying it
everywhere. I even take
time to think about where
to put the bag in my
home, in my car, and at
work or wherever else I
spend a lot of time, so I
won’t risk losing track of

the calendar and it will be easier to pull it
out whenever I wish. If I sit down to
complete any task, I tend to pull out the
calendar and keep it nearby so I can refer
to it whenever I need it.

Plan out what would work then practice it
until it becomes a habit.

Reflect
Take a moment to assess how you are doing on these strategies: Write it down. Look at
it. Keep it with you. It is definitely possible to manage your time well without doing any of
these regularly. Still, actively committing to make one or more of these strategies a habit
could boost your follow-through and overall success.
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Strategy: Mental Contrasting
For some of us, maybe all of us, the challenge in managing time isn’t identifying the tools
and strategies to use. It’s the follow-through. One strategy that may help is what
psychologist Gabriele Oettingen calls mental contrasting. This is a thinking process to
apply to a specific challenge, not a vague or sweeping long-term goal. It should relate to
a goal that is important to you that you have had difficulty attaining in the past.

I walk you through three examples of how I would put this strategy to work

First Sample Goal: Better Focus

Step one: Identify a realistic goal that would represent a positive change.

First example: I want to be more focused and efficient when I am working on a task.

Step two: Take a moment to visualize what it might mean to reach this goal. What
would be the benefits? Why is this goal worthwhile?

First example: If I am more focused, I will use the time more effectively. I will be better
able to make sense of what I need to do, I will increase my ability to recall what I need
to remember, and I will be more likely to finish my work on time.

Step three: Imagine at least one thing that might go wrong or is likely to stop you
from reaching your goal. Be specific and realistic.

First example: I will get distracted because I am hungry. Or too cold or too hot. Or too
tired. Or there will be loud sounds around me. Or it will be too quiet. Or I will spend all
my time organizing my desk and trying to find the work I need to complete. Or I will be
sleepy. Or my phone or computer will ding with an alert and the next thing I know, an
hour has passed because I began looking at something on my phone or computer that
has nothing to do with the task at hand.

Step four: Now that you have considered what could go wrong, think through what
you could do to prevent this pitfall from occurring or what to do if it happens. Just
as you imagined yourself enjoying the benefits of reaching this goal, now imagine
yourself overcoming this obstacle.

First example: I could prepare my workspace in advance so that everything is ready
to go when I am ready to work. I would take steps to make sure that where I work is
warm or cool enough and to find a way to get the right amount of noise or silence
around me (possibly using headphones). I will put my phone and computer on Do Not
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Mental Contrasting, continued
Disturb or airplane mode or whatever it takes to avoid getting alerts. I will get enough
sleep and exercise so I’m not too tired when it’s time to focus, and I will try to plan to
tackle these tasks when I am most likely to have energy and focus. I could make sure I
have eaten something before I sit down to work or keep small snacks nearby. I will
make sure I know several specific actions I want to accomplish when I sit down to
work, so I won’t lose time trying to decide what to do. After each session, I will assess
what helped me focus and what interfered and make follow-up plans to increase focus
in the future.

Okay, that was my first example. If any of my solutions to this specific challenge are
useful to you, great, but you might generate different solutions. The key here is not my
specific solutions, but the process as a whole. I know I especially benefit from thinking
ahead to what might go wrong so I can outsmart myself instead of running into the same
pitfalls over and over again.

I want to provide a few more examples in case it is helpful to you in getting used to how
to use this process for yourself. Before I begin, I should admit that some of the ideas I
generate as solutions in these processes appear in my other quick guides. That’s not an
accident—figuring out why I am off track in managing my time is how I learned to
manage my time. I’m not repeating myself here to push my solutions upon you but to
help you imagine how you might use this process for yourself. I am glad, of course, if any
of the solutions that work for me are helpful to you.

Second Sample Goal: Use My Planner

Step one: Identify a realistic goal that would represent a positive change.

Second example: I want to follow through on my commitment to use my time
management system regularly.

Step two: Take a moment to visualize what it might mean to reach this goal. What
would be the benefits? Why is this goal worthwhile?

Second example: I will not be surprised by deadlines. I won’t miss any appointments.
I will make choices so that I can put in sufficient time to prepare before a major
deadline. I will be able to successfully schedule and keep medical and dental
appointments without relying on anyone else to remind me. I will make more progress
on the goals I set for myself because I can be more realistic thanks to the view of my
workload provided by my time management system, in this case, a paper-based
planner.



camaduke.com Follow Through: A Quick Guide 9

Mental Contrasting, continued
Step three: Imagine at least one thing that might go wrong or is likely to stop you
from reaching your goal. Be specific and realistic.

Second example: I might leave the planner at home and not be able to consult with it
when I need to schedule an appointment. I might lose the planner. I will fill the planner
with information but then forget to look at it again until after I miss a deadline. I will get
stressed when I look at all I have to do, so that might make me not want to look at the
planner.

Step four: Now that you have considered what could go wrong, think through what
you could do to prevent this pitfall from occurring or what to do if it happens. Just
as you imagined yourself enjoying the benefits of reaching this goal, now imagine
yourself overcoming this obstacle.

Second example: I will make it a habit to bring the planner everywhere, including
buying a bag that I like that will hold it that I don’t mind bringing everywhere with me. I
will keep that bag in the same place in my home, car, workplace, etcetera, so I always
know where to find it. I will keep the planner open in front of me when I am at work or
study, if possible. I will make it a habit to peek at the planner first thing in the morning,
at lunch time, and at the end of the day just to be sure I haven’t forgotten anything. If I
look at the planner more often, I might find it less stressful to use, especially if I start to
make progress on my goals. I could also set up the planner, so that I only look at small
parts of it at a time, so I don’t get overwhelmed. Or I might try taking ten deep breaths
before I look at the planner and tell myself something positive to increase the chances
that I feel focused and optimistic as I consider what I need to do.

Third Sample Goal: Regular Exercise

Step one: Identify a realistic goal that would represent a positive change.

Third example: I want to exercise regularly.

Step two: Take a moment to visualize what it might mean to reach this goal. What
would be the benefits? Why is this goal worthwhile?

Third example: Whenever I exercise regularly, I sleep better, I have more energy and
focus during the day, and I respond more calmly to challenges. Sometimes, I even
laugh more and feel more comfortable in my own skin. Exercise seems to make me
more resistant to colds and flus. When I exercise regularly, I also tend to get better at
the exercise, which sometimes means I can push a little more and see more benefits.
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Mental Contrasting, continued
Step three: Imagine at least one thing that might go wrong or is likely to stop you
from reaching your goal. Be specific and realistic.

Third example: So many things go wrong! Sometimes, it feels as if I don’t have time or
energy to exercise. Or some crisis occurs or some unusual event takes precedence.
Other times, I just get bored with the exercise and don’t want to do it. Or I get too busy
and forget to exercise. Or I am on a roll, but then I get sick and have to take a break,
and it is so discouraging to have to start all over again. A different challenge is that
sometimes regular exercise makes me more tired if I push too much (soreness from
exercise isn’t as much of a problem because that tends to motivate me to exercise to
relieve the soreness).

Step four: Now that you have considered what could go wrong, think through what
you could do to prevent this pitfall from occurring or what to do if it happens. Just
as you imagined yourself enjoying the benefits of reaching this goal, now imagine
yourself overcoming this obstacle.

Third example: I will have a Plan A and a Plan B for my exercise goals. Plan A will be
the official workout planned for a set time each day. Plan B will be what I do if I am too
busy or forget or something comes up—such as squeezing in a walk as soon as I get a
chance. I can also observe and adapt if I notice that I am getting bored with the
exercise and find something else to do instead. If I need to boost my motivation, I will
line up an exercise buddy or engage in a game like tennis, so my exercise time might
feel more social and entertaining. I need to be realistic and understand that regular
exercise will never be perfect or endless. There will always be interruptions. It will
always be necessary to start over again. But I should try to remember that starting
over is rewarding in its own way because I will notice all over again how the exercise
improves my daily life. Finally, if exercise is making me too tired, I can lighten up the
load, or experiment with rest or recovery days to see what helps.

After you use the process of mental contrasting, you may need to revisit your solutions
every few days to remind yourself of this goal. After a few weeks, you may need to restart
the full process with new goals and/or address a new set of pitfalls that you hadn’t
anticipated. This does not mean the process doesn’t work–challenges are often fluid, and
what works at one point may not at the next. That is what is so powerful about mental
contrasting–it’s a process, not a solution, and it can help you adapt as your
circumstances change. Give it a try–choose a short-term goal that is specific, attainable,
yet too often elusive, and apply the four steps listed in this section. Write down your
answers and revisit them periodically over the next few weeks.



I try to remind myself that there are many
ways to reach goals successfully. I have to
admit, though, that when I find out
someone is approaching a task focused
solely on its due date, or worse, delaying a
task because the due date is
far away, I get a bit out of
breath, almost
hyperventilating at the
thought of trying to get things
done based on the due date.

To be clear, you need to know
the due date. And I will admit
as fast as my fingers will let
me type the words that some
tasks really cannot be
completed far in advance of
the due date.

But, but, but… you need to be in charge of
this process. You need to think ahead to
assess what can be accomplished at the
last minute. Some tasks are too large. And
sometimes you need to lay the groundwork
in advance so you will be ready to finalize
everything before the deadline.

And of course, and I hate to mention this,
some goals you would like to accomplish
don’t actually have a due date. So if you
are relying on last-minute-itis to get that
goal done, you may never even start.

Here’s what works best for me. I assign Do
Dates to specific tasks. I take stock of the
due date, if there is one, as well as what is
on my plate for the week. Then I decide
what day I want to work on this task or

what day would be the best day to get that
specific step done. Usually it is one step. I
find it hard, personally, to complete an
entire project in one day. But I can get a
small step done. I can start. Or I can just

put in some time to see what
helps me move forward.

I can still look ahead and see
the due date inching closer
every day. I can still feel that
pressure. But this way I gain
more control over the time it
might take to get the task
done. By completing small
steps early on, I also gain
insight into how much time I
might actually need. I build in
some wiggle room because

the day or week will not always go as
planned, so I will need some extra time, if
possible, to catch up.

I have one more strategy that helps with
this process. I sometimes schedule
appointments for tasks in my digital
calendar just as I might schedule time for a
meeting or event. This strategy has made
everything far more manageable for me
because I can literally save the time I need
to get certain tasks done. Sometimes I
have to give up that time to accommodate
another more pressing concern, but if so, I
then move it to another time slot. Or
rearrange my schedule, shortening the time
I allocate to other commitments or change
some commitments in advance because I
know I need the time.
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Strategy: Set DO dates



Be as specific as possible in how you state
each task, even if you wind up creating
multiple smaller steps as a way to break a
large task down. The more specific I am in
describing what needs to be done, the
more achievable the task becomes, and
the odds increase that I will tackle the task
rather than procrastinate. If a task feels
huge or vague to me, I am more likely to
avoid it.

A few examples:

Less effective: Write report.

More effective: Review notes on what is
needed for report and jot down notes on
what to include in the report. Ask
questions, if needed.

*Note: Those would be my goals for
today… the next steps in writing a report
might show up tomorrow or the next day.

Less effective: Clean house.

More effective: Vacuum two rooms when I
get home from work.

Less effective: Learn Spanish.

More effective: Spend ten minutes with
Spanish app every day.

Less effective: Buy groceries.

More effective: Create grocery list and
decide on best time to go to the store.

Less effective: Research important topic.

More effective: Identify best resources to
study a topic. Create a list of questions to
answer. Clarify my goals in completing this
research.

Less effective: Build website.

More effective: Type up notes to add to
website. Select a photo to post on website.
Etcetera.

In some cases, you may not need to be
more specific. There are several tasks I
complete almost every day, and I just need
to see the task to remind me to get started.
Being specific is most necessary if I am
hesitating or dreading the task. That’s
when I need to reword the task, break it
down into a smaller step, or perhaps come
up with some way to make the work more
interesting to me.

In general, just looking at the list helps me
get more done. However, there may be a
point when you need to force yourself to
pick one task and just do it.

That happens to me, at least. I may be on
track with all of the strategies and tools
that I describe to you, and I still have
moments when I mentally kick myself to
“do just one thing on the list.” Here again,
it helps if those tasks are worded in a way
to make me believe that I can complete a
task in a reasonable amount of time.

Give it a try: Pick a goal you have been
procrastinating. See if you can restate it to
make the task feel more doable. Possibly
break it down into smaller steps.
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Strategy: Make tasks feel doable



When I was the age to juggle several part-
time jobs, I worked as an assistant in a law
office. I answered phones, greeted clients,
retrieved files, and filed files. On a good
day, my job was to create a new file, which
back then involved a snazzy green folder
with built-in dividers and metal tabs to hold
papers in place. They weren’t messing
around when it came to folders, which, I
have to admit, appealed to me at the time.
I love the ideal of organization, even
though I know organization is never an end
result. It’s an ongoing process. Still, there
was something admirable about a large file
from which no paper could ever
accidentally fall out.

I probably missed many opportunities to
learn life lessons during my time in that law
office, but I did take away one jewel of a
time management concept, which I
generously share with you now. It’s called
“Tickling tasks forward.”

Part of me loves the memory of this
system, even though I’ve never used the
precise version for myself. Here’s how it
worked. They created a small box full of
index cards, including special divider index
cards labeled with each month. In fact,
there were dividers for every day of the
year.

One of my tasks was to look to see if there
were any index cards for that week.
Typically, the index cards had been created
in the past or represented a recurring task
that needed to happen around this time of
the year.

I can’t recall the actual tasks any more, so
let’s make one up. Perhaps it is “file a
motion for the Smith case,” perhaps set a
month before when it was not yet possible
to file. Or it might be “Send a letter to client
with an update.”

Depending on the task, we could either
make sure it was addressed by a lawyer if
it was their work, or by us, if it was more
clerical, or we would find out that the task
should be “tickled forward.” As in, no need
to do this today: place that index card a
week or a month ahead.

Fast forward to the modern age. We don’t
need the index card when we have a digital
calendar, though one could adapt this
system to a paper-based calendar as well.
But anyone can benefit from the concept
of tickling. For example, I set up as many
recurring tasks as I can on my calendar,
not just birthdays but a reminder 3 weeks
before the birthday to buy a present, if
appropriate. Another example is to set a
goal to complete a task on a specific day
but when that task arises, I may decide it
can wait, so I then move that task to a
future date to consider if I’m ready to take
action then.

It’s not procrastination. Honest. Well, okay,
sometimes procrastination plays a role. But
sometimes I evaluate a task and see that
now isn’t the best time to take that action,
but I don’t want to forget about it, so I
tickle it ahead to when I might be ready to
do so.
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Strategy: Tickle forward



Consider creating a list of reminders for
ongoing goals that don’t relate directly to a
specific date or time. I call these wise
reminders.

Here are a few examples:

• Stop eating by 7 pm each night.

• Take ten deep breaths in a row at least
once a day.

• Do some kind of exercise daily.

• Read before bed instead of using my
phone.

I will not admit how often I get all of those
done every day, but I am still glad to have
that list of wise reminders. I also reword
them or retire them as time goes on.

This category reminds me of what
Gretchen Rubin calls resolutions in the

Happiness Project and of Stephen Covey’s
emphasis on habits in Seven Habits of
Highly Effective People. Sometimes the
important successes that we strive for are
not the result of completing one specific
task, but rather from the ongoing pursuit of
an action, a habit, or a resolution that
makes our lives better. So wise reminders
has been a helpful category for me to peek
at now and then. And sometimes one (or
more) deserves to appear on my list for the
day. Right now, I have the reminder to
exercise pop up each day so I can check it
off as soon as I do it, whenever I do it.

Take a minute to brainstorm a list of wise
reminders, habits, goals, or even a mindset
(such as “Slow down,” or “Listen before I
speak”) that are meaningful to you. Choose
one to set as a daily reminder for one
week. Also consult your full list of wise
reminders once a week to, well, remind
yourself of these goals.

✓
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Strategy: Create wise reminders

This quick guide to following through on your goals is the copyright of Cama Duke. This
PDF document is available for free from my website camaduke.com. You may share
digital or printed copies as long as you do not alter the content and as long as the
attributions to the author and the website camaduke.com are maintained. This content is
not available for resale. These guides should be easy to view in PDF format on the free
Apple Books or Kindle apps, as well as other PDF viewers. If you have questions, please
contact me via my website camaduke.com. You will also find more guides, reflections,
and tools related to time management, reading, writing, and learning.

About Cama Duke: For most of my career, I taught college success strategies at
Appalachian State University, which led me to develop specific classes on time
management. I also provided time management coaching on an individual basis.
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