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Do you ever have enough time to grapple 
with all the information coming your way? 
You're awash in a sea of phone calls, 
email, junk mail, reports, magazines, Post-
It notes, and unfulfilled obligations. As 
more information gushes out at you from 
more sources, you find it impossible to 
keep up. You're in over your head and 
having a tough time treading water. 

 

Before reading any further, tell me, do you 
think it's possible for you to take control of 
the information spewing at you? If not, 
stop reading now. You're under no 
obligation to read any article to the end. 
Whenever you don't see a worthwhile 
payback from the information you're 
reading or listening to, turn your attention 
elsewhere. This is life, not school.  

"If you think you can do 
a thing, or think you 

can't do a thing, you're 
right" 

Henry Ford 

These techniques help me tame 
information overload.  

Select your sources with care 
Before you read anything, skim it and 
decide whether it's worth your while. Filter 
brutally. Life's too short. A few minutes up 
front will save you hours a day.  

1. If it's unworthy of your time, throw it 
away. Don't waste time with 
repetitive, second class, or trashy 
media. Garbage in = garbage out. 
(You are what you read.)  

2. If it's worthy and short, perhaps an 
email, take action and be done with 
it. Don't obsess over stacks of 

  



paper.  
3. If it's worthwhile and long, stuff it in 

your "Media Time" file.  

Media Time 
You're most receptive to information when 
you're not distracted by jangling phones, 
loquacious colleagues, and the frenetic 
pace of business. Set aside an hour a day 
solely for reading and learning. Cut off the 
phone, hang out the "Do Not Disturb" sign, 
and adopt a reflective, contemplative 
mindset. Dismiss day-to-day cares and 
use this time for your most important 
reading and reflection.  

"[Avoid] preoccupation 
and disordered 

occupation -- the 
compulsive worry, the 

nervous escape from 
thought to thought, the 

scratching and hair-
fluffing, the short circuit 

of distraction. " 
Robert Grudin, The Art 

of Living 

Read aggressively. 
Be It an email, a voicemail message, or a 
trade journal, always read with a purpose 
in mind. Assess what you're after, and do 
your best to wring it out of the material. 
When you read, read. 

If you're reading to stay informed, speed 
read: read first and last paragraphs, first 
sentence of most paragraphs, and then 
scan the graphics. Then race through the 
text, spending as little time as you can to 
extract the information you're looking for. 
Read just enough &and no more. 
 
If you're reading or watching for pleasure, 
stop if you're not having a really good time. 
Do something else. Don't watch insipid 
television programs or read dull daily 
newspapers solely out of habit. 
 
If you're reading to learn, highlight 
passages you want to remember. Write in 
the margins. When you finish a useful 
block of information, summarize it in 
writing or in your head to fix it in your 
mind. Connect the new information to 

  



things you already know. Put it to use to 
cement it into your memory. 

Magazines 
Just because a magazine arrives every 
month doesn't mean you need to read it. 
Same for the daily paper. Especially true 
for free trade magazines. Make a list of the 
periodicals you receive and drop those 
what lack luster. When you pick up a 
magazine, scan the table of contents to 
gauge what you're going to look at. Rip out 
the pages and stuff them into a reading file 
to peruse on airplanes and commutes.  

  

 

Some say this is the 
biggest waste of time in 

your day. 

Email 
Choose an email program that filters 
incoming email and puts spam in the 
trash. Process your email often. If you 
ever get hundreds and hundreds of 
messages behind, simply delete them all 
and blame a computer glitch. Use form 
letters (form emails?) in response to 
recurring business situations. 

Programs. Eudora is a 
good email program. I 

recently switched to 
Microsoft Outlook 98. 

Either will sort your 
email into categories.  

Computer 
Give your files names that reflect their 
contents. Set up directories that help you 
find files on your hard disk. Use a PIM to 
keep track of phone numbers and 
reminders. Establish a back-up routine 
and stick to it. Store your back-up off site. 
Look over the shoulder of an experienced 
user to discover shortcuts.  

I keep all my text files in 
a directory named 

$Files (the $ puts it at 
the top of the list). It 

contains subdirectories 
named 

Correspondence, 
Career, Work in 

Progress, Archive, 
Personal, Financial, 

etc.  

World Wide Web 
Keep a current list of bookmarks (AKA 
"favorites"). Sort them in usable 
categories. Learn how to do Boolean 
searches to find what you're looking for 
rapidly. Set up a personal links page 

Here is my personal 
links page  



containing your most frequently visited 
sites. Don't know HTML? Create pages in 
MS Word and choose "Save as HTML".  

Television  
Channel-surfing to see what's on is like 
going to the supermarket without a list -- 
when you're hungry. You end up with stuff 
you shouldn't. Check the t.v. schedule in 
the paper or on the net to choose 
programming that interests you. (This cut 
my viewing to a couple of hours a week.) 
Thinking of watching a movie? See what 
Siskel and Ebert had to say.  

  

Books & journals  
Read reviews to introduce yourself to new 
subjects. Book reviews from the New York 
Times, Business Week, and Amazon often 
tell me enough that I don't care to read the 
book. In college, you were supposed to 
read the original, not Cliff's Notes. You're 
not in college any more. Cultivate sources 
you trust and use meta-information when 
you can get it.  

  

  

TV Guide  

  

Ebert  

MovieLink  

Go with the process, Luke 
Periodically review your process for 
receiving and dealing with information. 
Root out bad habits, and affirm good ones. 
Re-evaluate your return on time invested. 
Are you putting in enough time crunching 
information? Too much? Are you efficient?  

Stop chopping down trees long enough to 
sharpen your axe.   

  



 


