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On December 26,  
I crashed headfirst into the wall  
of my so-called life. 
That’s when I found myself sitting on the living room floor, staring up at the twinkling lights  
on the tree, oblivious to the sounds of my daughter from some other room in our house, aching 
with an inner weariness unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. 

This was more than just physical fatigue or sleep deprivation. This was soul fatigue. The image of 
a successful woman that I’d always carried with me was that of a woman who was smart, driven, 
professionally accomplished, a Mary Poppins mom, a loving wife, a leader in the community— 
and someone who makes it all look effortless with her calm, impeccable style. That superwoman 
was the gold standard I’d spent years trying to live up to. As I sat there on the floor, I remember 
watching my daughter EC blow out the candle on her first birthday cake. She was the single most 
important thing in my world—and suddenly I realized I couldn’t remember a single significant 
detail or moment from her first year. I’d spent the past year frantically racing around the country 
building my business. And what was the name of that business? Thinking about it, I didn’t know 

whether to laugh or cry. My company is called Working Simply. 
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Ironic? Yes, painfully so. But appropriate, too. A wise woman once told me, “We teach what we 

need to learn the most.” Suddenly I grasped the full truth of that saying. 

The next day, I woke up and decided that my busyness was no longer serving me. “Work simply”—

the promise I make to my clients—is about more than simply being efficient, well organized,  

and productive. It’s about moving beyond being busy to reclaim purpose and meaning in life. 

If you’re reading this article, your efforts to solve your busyness problem have probably not  

paid off. As a result, you’re probably feeling frustrated. Or worse—you feel like a failure. 

Why can’t you stop procrastinating? 

Why can’t you get more done? 

Why isn’t your inbox under control?

The truth is that the problem is not you. It is how you are trying to overcome your busyness  

that is the problem. 

A wise woman once told me, “We teach what we need to 
learn the most.” Suddenly I grasped the full truth of that saying.“ 
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Time Management Secrets in a Binder
Within weeks of starting my first job out of college, I was sent to the in-house time management 

training program. Everyone in the entire organization attended the program, which was designed 

by a world-famous company that specialized in time management strategies. On the first day,  

the instructor handed out a planner and instructed us to use it to plan our tasks. We were told  

to prioritize our tasks, using numbers and letters, and record them on the left-hand side of page 

in the planner on the date when they were to be completed. If a task was not completed on the 

designated day, we were instructed to move it to the next day by rewriting it on the left-hand  

side of the next day’s page in the planner. 

I dutifully attended the class and used the planner as instructed. But as the weeks went by,  

I noticed that my productivity hadn’t seemed to improve. The time I spent filling out the pages  

in the planner felt like a needless waste. And I wasn’t the only one. As I looked around at my 

colleagues, I noticed that many of them were really struggling with the system. Busyness, stress, 

and the feeling of being overwhelmed quickly crept back into our lives.

What happened? Now that we were armed with the secrets of a popular time management  

program and its specially designed planner, why weren’t we all productive, efficient employees 

living balanced, purpose-filled lives? 
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The reason is simple: time management programs do not work. 

Time management programs teach a process focused almost entirely on how to plan and exercise 

control over the amount of time spent on a specific task or activity—to, for example, set aside 

adequate time to prepare the quarterly sales report before your meeting with your manager.  

The reason: the erroneous belief that poor allocation of time impairs performance. But this one-

dimensional approach does not account for the reality of work today, which is multifaceted, 

fast-paced, and constantly changing. 

Time management training is not going to teach you how work more productively. And that 

explains why time management training, in fact, has not been proven to have a direct impact  

on performance.

If you’re reading this article, your efforts to solve your  
busyness problem have probably not paid off. …  
The truth is that the problem is not you. It is how you are  
trying to overcome your busyness that is the problem. 

“ 
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If you want some first-hand evidence, look around you. How many people in your office, in your 

neighborhood, and at your gym talk about how they are working to manage their time better  

and then frantically pull out their smart phone, rush to the next project or meeting because they 

are just so busy?

It’s not time management that impacts productivity; rather, it is our work strategies that impact 

our productivity. Your work strategy is your approach to planning and allocating effort across 

goals, activities, and time periods. This approach is usually unconscious and unsystematic rather 

than deliberate and rational. Nonetheless, patterns can be detected, which generally grow out  

of your individual cognitive style—your habitual pattern or preferred way of perceiving, process-

ing, and managing information to guide behavior. 

Since everyone has a distinctive cognitive style, you also need a unique set of work strategies.  

It is the personalization of these strategies to suit our individual strengths, preferences, needs, 

and talents that enables us to be efficient, effective, and work simply.

You cannot outwork your busyness using one-size-fits-all time management solutions. The latest 

app, prioritization tip, or email management strategy will not work if it is not personalized for 

you, and aligned with the way you think and process information. Instead it will only create even 

more frustration, inefficiency, and ineffectiveness.
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It is time to let go of the traditional approach to overcoming busyness—time management— 

and instead embrace the power of your unique cognitive style to guide and inform the choices 

you make about planning and executing on your daily work. It is time to get personal about  

your own productivity. 

Personalize Your Productivity
To personalize your productivity you need to first identify your Productivity Style. There are four 

Productivity Styles: Prioritizer, Planner, Arranger, and Visualizer. We have all four styles within  

us, but similar to whether you’re left- or right-handed, you have a strong preference for one style. 

A word of caution: do not pigeonhole yourself. Having seen so many working men and women 

frustrated and confused by productivity systems designed for other people and imposed on them 

arbitrarily, the last thing I want to do is to create yet another arbitrary set of rules to serve as a 

straightjacket for you! The goal is to create a personalized productivity toolkit that is in alignment 

with the way you think and fully supports you.

Let’s explore the four Productivity Styles.
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Prioritizer
• Logical, analytical, fact 

based, critical, and realistic 
thinker 

• Effectively and efficiently 
uses time, focusing on  
the highest value task,  
and on achieving project 
outcomes

• Able to accurately complete 
significant amounts of work

Strengths:

• Prioritization

• Thorough analysis  
and logical problem solving

• Goal orientation,  
consistency,  
and decisiveness

Pet Peeves:

• Vague, ambiguous  
approaches or instructions

• Meaningless chatter

• Inaccurate or missing data

How to Manage Attention: Prioritizers have  
the ability to complete significant amounts of 
work and keep their head down. Leverage this 
strength by establishing office hours, or “inter-
ruption hours” for your colleagues, leaving other 
periods when your colleagues know that you 
need to work without being disturbed.

How to Invest Time Wisely: Prioritizers use their 
time very efficiently and effectively. Increase 
your effectiveness by timing how long it takes 
you to complete routine tasks so you can plan 
your days and weeks even more accurately. 
Eliminate all clutter—physical and mental. No 
clutter means no time wasted on maintenance.
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Planner
• Organized, sequential,  

planned and detailed 
thinker

• Able to find overlooked 
flaws in plans  
or processes

• Develops detailed,  
accurate processes  
and plans

Strengths:

• Action orientation, consis-
tency, and practicality

• Organizing and maintaining 
data

• Finding overlooked errors  
in plans, documents,  
and processes

Pet Peeves:

• Lack of a clear agenda; 
disorganization

• Late or last-minute work

• Lack of closure,  
follow-through,  
and indecisiveness

How to Manage Attention: Set an alarm to  
go off at specific intervals throughout the  
day to check your focus and concentration.  
With colleagues, use your planning muscle  
by setting specific appointments to discuss  
projects, instead of accommodating drive-bys  
or stop-ins. 

How to Invest Time Wisely: Planners excel at 
structuring their time to complete work. 
However, at times your plans can be too rigid. 
Build fluidity and flexibility into your plans, 
allowing for creative insights and the ability  
to effectively navigate issues. Include thinking  
and reflecting time on your calendar as well.  
This is especially valuable to you as a Planner.
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Arranger
• Supportive, expressive,  

and emotional thinker

• Encourages teamwork  
to maximize work  
output

• Anticipates how others  
will feel 

Strengths:

• Intuition

• Persuasion

• Teaching

Pet Peeves:

• Lack of eye contact and  
other personal interaction

• Tone of urgency or demand

• All data and no feelings

How to Manage Attention: Leverage your 
interpersonal skills by reframing how you  
approach interruptions. Institute a personal  
“chat budget” to keep yourself on task and 
minimizing interruptions of others. 

How to Invest Time Wisely: Arrangers have  
an intuitive sense of knowing what work to  
complete next. Align the execution of the task  
to your energy level. You are highly relational,  
so part of your strategy to get work done is  
to schedule time in the day to connect and  

interact with people.
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Visualizer
• Holistic, intuitive,  

integrating, and  
synthesizing thinker

• Thinks strategically  
about projects and sees  
the big picture

• Innovation, willingness  
to challenge the  
status quo

Strengths:

• Ability to see the big picture  
and integrate ideas and 
concepts

• Creative problem solving

• Open-mindedness

Pet Peeves:

• Excessive detail

• Rigid, highly structured 
project plans  
with no flexibility

• Repetition, slow pace

 
How to Manage Attention: Leverage your 
affinity for variety by mixing up the type of work  
you do and intersperse very stimulating tasks 
with routine ones—the less rigid and predictable 
your schedule the better.

 
How to Invest Your Time Wisely: Visualizers 
work very quickly and can juggle many disparate 
tasks at once. Remember to ask yourself, “what 
is the best use of my time right now?” Stay  
away from boring or repetitious work or at least 
intersperse it with work that is more stimulating 

or interesting to you.  
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Embrace Your Productivity Style
Busyness is the noise that gets in your way. Turn down the noise. Embrace your Productivity  

Style. Instead of fighting against your natural wiring, work with it. Use your understanding to guide 

the choices you make to manage your attention, invest your time, get work done, tame your  

inbox, and design your work space in ways that are customized for you—not for someone else. 

Change the ways you work and live so that you can be the best you—creative,  
productive, energized, and happy. Work simply to live fully.

 We have all four styles within us, but similar to whether 
you’re left- or right-handed, you have a strong preference  
for one style. A word of caution: do not pigeonhole yourself. …  
The goal is to create a personalized productivity toolkit that is 
in alignment with the way you think and fully supports you.

“ 
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BUY THE BOOK | Get more details or buy a copy of Work Simply.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR | Carson Tate, the founder of Working Simply,  

is a nationally renowned expert on workplace productivity. She serves as  

a consultant, coach, public speaker, and executive trainer for a wide range  

of Fortune 500 companies and other clients. She lives in Charlotte, North  

Carolina, with her family. As the Founder and Principal of Working Simply,  

she strives to embody the principles of productivity, purpose, and meaning  

that Working Simply offers our clients and readers. 

➔ SEND THIS |  Pass along a copy of this manifesto to others.  

➔ SUBSCRIBE |  Sign up for e-news to learn when our latest manifestos are available.  

This document was created on January 21, 2014 and is based on the best information available at that time.  
The copyright of this work belongs to the author, who is solely responsible for the content. This work is licensed  
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License. To view a copy of this license, visit  
Creative Commons or send a letter to Creative Commons, 559 Nathan Abbott Way, Stanford, California 94305, USA.  
Cover image from Veer. You are given the unlimited right to print this manifesto and to distribute it electronically  
(via email, your website, or any other means). You can print out pages and put them in your favorite coffee shop’s  
windows or your doctor’s waiting room. You can transcribe the author’s words onto the sidewalk, or you can hand out 
copies to everyone you meet. You may not alter this manifesto in any way, though, and you may not charge for it.
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ChangeThis is a vehicle, not a publisher. We make it easy  

for big ideas to spread. While the authors we work with  

are responsible for their own work, they don’t necessarily  

agree with everything available in ChangeThis format.  

But you knew that already.

ChangeThis is supported by the love and tender care  

of 800-CEO-READ. Visit us at 800-CEO-READ  

or at our daily blog.

About ChangeThis
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