
New York Times 

Be More Productive in 7 Days
https://www.nytimes.com/programs/productivity-challenge

https://www.nytimes.com/programs/productivity-challenge


Day 1: Commit to 10 Minutes

• For today’s challenge, pick one item on your to-do list that needs to be completed fairly soon. Then, commit to 
working on it for a total of 10 minutes. That’s it, just 10 minutes. The catch? Do it with uninterrupted 
concentration. That means that this one task should be performed on one screen, or even on paper. The task you 
choose to do today can be one portion of a larger task, and you certainly don’t need to finish it for this exercise. If 
you’re at home today, consider doing 10 minutes of personal work, such as paying bills or filing away old 
paperwork. 

• To help, we will break your 10-minute working session into two five-minute intervals. First, set a timer on your 
phone for five minutes and work solely on this project and nothing else. Do not stop to check your email, other 
work communications, phone or the internet. If you think it will help, inform your coworkers or family that you do 
not want to be interrupted. If you need to research something or refer to a different file, make a note of it but do 
that work later.

• After the first five minutes are up, look away from your screen or paper, change your physical position and stretch. 
After a one-minute break, return to your working position, and set the timer for another five minutes of 
uninterrupted work.
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Why Am I Doing This?

• One of the great myths of modern life is that multitasking improves productivity. In fact, research shows that the brain can really 
only concentrate on one activity at a time. Whenever we toggle back and forth between tasks, we dilute our ability to complete 
any of them well, and mistakes become more likely. Creativity suffers too, as distractions block new pathways toward complex and 
related thoughts.

• You may be surprised at how often you want to check your email or phone while performing this challenge. You may even convince 
yourself that you simply have to look at a different screen. 

• Unfortunately, the brain has a primal attraction to shiny new stimuli. That’s why it is so tempting to check our emails, text
messages and Twitter while we are at work. The purpose of this exercise is to purposefully keep our attention on our chosen task.

• The break between the two portions of the challenge is important too. When we focus with great effort on a single activity our 
brain periodically needs to reset and refresh before it can return to full strength. Moving to a different position sends a burst of 
blood to the brain and enhances cognition.

Related Reading

May I Have Your Attention, Please?: How you spend your attention is more important than how you spend your time.

Stop Letting Modern Distractions Steal Your Attention: Why it’s important to make yourself inaccessible from time to time.

The High Price of Multitasking:  How multitasking can be counterproductive and even dangerous.
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Day 2: Make a Realistic To-Do List

Today, think about how you handle your to-do lists. Do you write them down? Commit them to memory? Avoid them and hope you’ll simply remember all 
you have to do? Take a few minutes today to create the ideal to-do list for one day of work. That means a list that is specific, realistic and contains only items 
you should get done today or tomorrow.

Your to-do list can be on paper, or you can use an app like Todoist – but use one or the other, not both. Put careful thought into the list so that it reflects 
your biggest priorities for the day.

Here are some tips to help:

Keep the to-dos small enough to accomplish in one day: The more specific the tasks on your list, the better. A goal like “work on report” could represent at 
least several days’ worth of work. Instead, write down something like “research the second section of the report and write five paragraphs based on that 
research.”44

Keep the to-do items clear: A list that’s too vague can leave you confused over which next step to take. 

Limit your list to fewer than a dozen tasks: An overly ambitious list with too many items leads to multitasking attempts, which are almost always 
counterproductive.

Here’s an example of a clear to-do list:

•Send out three emails to potential clients

•Update “about” section of website

•Proofread sales report

•Update boss on new project

•Personal - Make eye exam appointment.

Keep your list nearby. Midway into your day, check to see if certain tasks need to be added or postponed, and redo your list if necessary. If you don’t 
complete all your tasks, that’s OK! Life is messy and ever-changing. But check off each task that you do finish, and take a few moments to fully revel in the 
experience of completion.
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Why Am I Doing This?

As we plunge into each day, it is easy to become derailed by trivial and nonessential tasks. In fact, we often 
actively avoid the essential tasks out of fear and uncertainty, even though this makes us anxious. Research by E. 
J. Masicampo and Roy F. Baumeister has found that brooding about unfulfilled tasks can lead to intrusive 
thoughts, while making a plan to complete them helps relieve those thoughts.
A physical to-do list – whether it is tangible or digital – provides structure and magnetizes us to return to what 
matters most. But it needs to be carefully curated to prevent frustration and avoidance.

Are You Staying on Track?
Today’s challenge is a great strategy to use to reinforce the first day’s challenge: to monotask. Take an item 
from your to-do list and focus on it with complete concentration for five or 10 minutes, and then take a break 
before continuing your task or moving on to the next one.

Related Reading
How to Conquer Your To-Do List: Avoid common traps of the to-do list, so that it doesn’t become a record of 
your failures.
Micro-Progress and the Magic of Just Getting Started: Increase your chances of completing your to-do list by 
incorporating a few micro-goals into it.
Time Management Tips From Masters of the To-Do List: Simplicity is one key to an effective list. (From The 
Washington Post.)
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Day 3: Connect Your Body and Mind

Choose an item on your to-do list (go back to yesterday’s challenge if you skipped it) that requires you to work at a desk. Now, take a 
moment to think about what’s going on with your body before you start to work:

Posture. Make sure your back is squarely against your chair, so that your bottom is solidly on your seat, and that your feet are planted
firmly on the floor or on a footrest. Before you start to work, touch the very top of your head with your fingers and gently lift your head 
and shoulders to follow. Picture arrows coming out of the sides of your shoulders and adjust them wider. Stay straight rather than 
leaning forward as you look at your screen (and move your screen closer if need be).

Breathing. As you breathe, keep your shoulders low and relaxed. Push your belly outward as you inhale. Pull your belly inward as you 
exhale, fully releasing the air you have inhaled.

Movement. Now start your sustained 10 minutes of focusing on your task. Throughout the day, if you can, alternate between sitting and 
standing every 15 or 20 minutes, taking a break of a few minutes between each interval. If you don’t have a standing desk, you should 
still take a break. During your first break, simply stand up at your desk. During your second break, take a short walk. Use a timer so you 
stay on track.
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Why Am I Doing This?

Through simple posture adjustments, using methods like the Alexander Technique, you can prevent the unconscious tensing, scrunching and 
slouching that leads to physical discomfort. Posture awareness keeps you relaxed in the present moment, rather than straining toward the 
future. It helps free your mind to release its best thoughts. 

Additionally, breathing better can help you think more clearly. Many people breathe vertically from the chest, with their shoulders moving up 
and down. Under stress, this tendency often worsens, leading to a series of shallow, nervous breaths. If you do this, you aren’t using your lungs 
to full advantage. Breathing from the diaphragm brings more oxygen to the brain so you can think more clearly and calmly.

Another way to improve your cognition is to move. Research has shown that cycling through different physical positions brings more blood to 
the brain. Research also tells us that the upper limit of your ability to focus on one thing is probably about 20 minutes. So, rather than fight 
that reality, it’s best to take regular breaks.

Related Reading
Ready to Snap at Work? Get in Touch With Your Inner Animal: How simple physical adjustments can help reduce work-related anxiety.

How to Make Your Office More Ergonomically Correct: Positioning your equipment, your furniture and yourself for the best results.

To Stay on Schedule, Take a Break: Why it’s actually not a good idea to keep your nose to the grindstone.
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Day 4: Rise Above the Noise

The next time you sit down to work, sign out of all email and social media accounts and check them 
only once every hour. For extra credit, make that every two hours. If you’re afraid you’ll miss 
something really urgent, dial that down to 30 minutes, but 60 minutes is preferable. If you can, turn 
off inter-office communications like Slack, too, but check with a manager first. Don’t forget about 
your phone. Turn it off, or stash it in a desk drawer.

Every hour, as part of your work breaks, take 10 minutes to sign back in and see if any 
communications must be answered immediately, and answer only those. Then switch everything off 
again and get back to work. Leave 20 minutes at the end of your day, or at the beginning of the next 
day, to respond to your remaining messages.

(This is an excellent challenge to try on a weekend or when you need to accomplish some personal 
tasks.)
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Why Am I Doing This?

If you spend a big part of your day checking and refreshing your email and the internet, you are reacting rather than acting. To be truly productive, you 
need to take control of the work that you – and not some random email sender – have decided is important. Minimizing interruptions is the best way to 
do this.

You may feel like you’re getting a lot done by switching between emails and the internet and other projects. But research has shown that toggling 
between tasks takes a cognitive toll, and your work suffers because of it. Frequently you give partial attention to several tasks rather than your full 
attention to just one.

Not only that, but we are actually attracted to email and the internet as a way to procrastinate. It’s much easier to read an email than start on a project or 
revise a presentation. Checking Twitter or Facebook is a cheap thrill: Our brain gets abrief rush of pleasure from the shiny new distraction. But when the 
thrill wears off and we return to a workaday task, our connection to it has frayed.

You may be surprised at how tempting it is to stray from your task by switching to other technology. That’s because the primitive part of our brain is 
wired to crave new stimuli. If you find yourself slipping, that’s OK. Just making the effort to stay focused will ensure that your day has fewer 
interruptions.

Related Reading

Stop Letting Modern Distractions Steal Your Attention: Why workers should make themselves inaccessible at times.

Brain, Interrupted: How switching between tasks exacts a cognitive toll.

Productivity Isn’t About Time Management. It’s About Attention Management.: Instead of simply trying to stay busy, get more done by focusing on 
what motivates you.
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Day 5: Find a Partner

For your challenge today, pick a fairly difficult task from your to-do list that doesn’t have a clear deadline but is 
nevertheless important to you or your organization. It should be something that would most likely cause you to 
procrastinate on a normal day. Set a clear goal on what you want to achieve today -- remember, it doesn’t have 
to be an entire project: You’re better off defining a significant piece of it that you want to get done. For example, 
you can set up a brand new Excel chart; update three sections of your company’s website; write 1,000 words of a 
report; etc. Set an exact time, today or tomorrow, as a deadline for this goal.

Now, here comes the fun part. Find an accountability partner: It can be a friend, family member or a co-worker. 
Perhaps the arrangement can work both ways. This person should be willing to serve as a combination 
enforcer/cheerleader, checking in to make sure you meet your self-imposed deadline. (Whether you actually 
show them your finished work is up to you, but please don’t lie.)

As an alternative, or in addition to this, announce on social media that you will be completing a task, and then 
confirm later in the same format that you have followed through on it.
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Why Am I Doing This?

If you give yourself a deadline, and no one else knows about it, there will be no one else to know or care if you fail to meet it. In fact, research shows thatself-imposed 
deadlines are often ineffective, especially among chronic procrastinators.

But announcing your deadline to someone else – even to someone without a stake in the outcome – brings a level of accountability to your task that didn’t exist 
before. If you don’t complete the task and have to confess that to your accountability partner, then you lose face – and that can be a powerful incentive to keep 
working.

By making an announcement about your goal, you are putting your reputation on the line, as the behavioral economist Dan Ariely has noted. The deadline may be self-
imposed, but whether or not you meet it becomes a reflection of your character. 

Are You Staying on Track?

To help you meet your self-imposed deadlines, don’t forget to employ the other strategies you’ve learned so far this week:

•Periodically turn off email notifications and social media so your attention is more focused.

•Take time to monitor your breathing and your posture, and make sure to take regular breaks.

•Be sure to keep up with your daily to-do list. 

Related Reading

Need Motivation? Declare a Deadline: Why publicly committing to a deadline can be a good way to achieve a goal.

If I Don’t Report My Workout, Did It Even Happen?: A woman uses accountability groups to hold her feet to the fire.

You Need an Accountability Partner: How to meet a deadline and avoid getting decked by a good friend.
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Day 6: Extend Your Focus

Today I want you to spend two full hours of time on a single work-related task. (Yes, two full hours.) If you don’t have a 
task to do that will take two hours, find two or three smaller tasks that need a stretch of concentration to complete. The 
goal is to devote around two hours of complete focus on real work today. If today is not a workday for you, make a note 
to try this the next time you are working.

To accomplish this, lean on the lessons you’ve learned from earlier in the week: First, set aside a block of time to work 
only on this task (monotasking). Then divide the larger task into three or more separate increments and write them 
down (a mini to-do list). Tell your manager, co-workers and family members that you don’t want to be interrupted 
during this time. Ask someone to contact you when the time is up, and to make sure that you have actually done what 
you set out to do (our previously discussed accountability partner).

Turn off email, social media and your phone for at least 20 minutes at a time, but preferably for the whole stretch of 
time (get rid of distractions). Don’t set a timer this time around, but do try to take a break and move around every 15 or 
20 minutes or so (connect your mind and body). Use your breaks to look away from your work and get refocused on the 
task at hand. As you work, don’t focus on quality. Just live in the moment and work.
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Why Am I Doing This?

The purpose of this exercise is to avoid procrastination and achieve what the computer science professor Cal Newportcalls deep work – “the ability to 
focus without distraction on a cognitively demanding task.” As we have seen on previous days, minimizing interruptions is a key part of this process.

But there’s more to it than that. So often, procrastination is really about fear of imperfection or outright failure. That’s why we tend to offload a 
demanding task to our future self – a self that will magically be more well-equipped than our present self to get something done. Working hard in the 
present means shedding an idealized image of your final product. You’ll have time later to shine and buff your work. For now, just get going.

It’s easy to avoid a project because you simply don’t know how to start. To ward off this kind of paralysis, divide your task into increments that are as 
specific as possible. In doing so, you may find that you need to ask for help or information before you start. Get that help – and then get started.

Take breaks when you feel your attention beginning to falter. I didn’t want you to set a timer this time around, because I’m hoping that at some point 
you’ll reach that special state of consciousness known as flow, where you are so engrossed in your work that you lose track of time. That’s when the 
really great work gets done.

Related Reading

How to Actually, Truly Focus on What You’re Doing: Cal Newport, author of “Deep Work, discusses the importance of focusing without distraction on a 
cognitively demanding task.

Why You Procrastinate. (It Has Nothing to do With Self-Control.): You aren’t being lazy when you procrastinate, but you are being irrational.

The real reasons you procrastinate — and how to stop: Find out how procrastination is actually “a coping mechanism gone awry.” (From The Washington 
Post)
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Day 7: Look to the Future

Take a moment to pause and think back on the changes you made this week. What worked? 
What didn’t? Did you accomplish something that you didn’t think you would? Congratulate 
yourself for taking concrete steps to improve your productivity. Then, forgive yourself for not 
always reaching your goals. We are all human, after all, and fallible. As a bonus, take an extra 
moment to express gratitude to the people who helped you along the way this week. 

After your moment of reflection, write down three new things you did this week that could 
potentially be carried over into new and permanent habits over time. Place the list on your 
desk in view, so that it could help you get you back on track next time your mind starts to 
stray from your work.
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Why Am I Doing This?

A normal workday will always upend your best-laid plans to be perfectly productive. This challenge is about 
being realistic as you seek to make lasting changes in the way you work.

It’s common for people to berate themselves for failing to work in an optimal way. But in fact, new habits are 
extremely hard to form. By starting small and trying to adopt new habits gradually, we have a better chance of 
making them stick. The goal is for our most desirable behavior to become automatic.

Any kind of progress is incremental. Imperfections and backsliding are inevitable. Be kind to yourself as you 
embark on the process of becoming more productive. And acknowledge that you can’t always do it alone.

Related Reading

How to Crush Your Habits in the New Year With the Help of Science: Experts offer tips on how to make 
permanent, positive changes in your life.

8 Ways to Work Smarter in 2020: How to be happier, wiser and more self-aware at your desk.
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