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Redesign Your Day: Four Lessons from the  
Design Sprint Laboratory  

by Jake Knapp 

While working at Google, I created something I called a “design sprint”: 
basically a workweek redesigned from the ground up. For five days, a 
team would cancel all meetings and focus on solving a single problem, 
following a specific checklist of  activities. It was my first effort at design-
ing time rather than products, and it worked—the design sprint quickly 
spread across Google.  

In 2012, I joined Google Ventures and started working with my co-
author John Zeratsky. Over the next few years, we ran more than 150 of  
these five-day sprints with startups in the Google Ventures portfolio. We 
had the chance to redesign the workweek and learn from hundreds of  
high-performing teams at startups including Slack, Uber, and 23andMe. 
Here are four lessons we learned.  

The first was that something magic happens when you start 
the day with one high-priority goal. Each day in a sprint, we draw 
attention to one big focal point. Each day’s goal is ambitious, but it’s just 
one thing. This creates clarity and motivation. When you have one am-
bitious but achievable goal, at the end of  the day, you’re done. You can 
check it off, let go of  work, and go home satisfied.  

Another lesson from our design sprints was that we got more 
done when we banned devices. Without the constant lure of  email 
and other distractions, people bring their complete attention to the task 
at hand, and the default switches from frazzled to focused.  

We also learned about the importance of  energy for focused 
work and clear thinking. When we first started running design 
sprints, teams worked long hours, fueled by sugary treats. Late in the 
week, energy would plummet. So we made adjustments, and saw how 
things like a healthy lunch, a quick walk, frequent breaks, and a slightly 



shorter workday helped maintain peak energy, resulting in better and 
more effective work.  

Lastly, these experiments taught us the power of, well, experiments. 
Experimenting allowed us to improve the process, and seeing 
the results of  our changes firsthand gave us a deep confidence that we 
never could have built just by reading about someone else’s results.  

Our sprints required a whole team and a whole week, but we could 
see right away that there was no reason we couldn’t redesign our days in 
a similar way. We began experimenting with dozens of  new tactics for 
making time every day.  

Of  course, it wasn’t a yellow brick road to perfection. Although 
some of  our tactics turned into habits, others sputtered and failed. De-
spite our stumbles, this new approach was resilient. We found ourselves 
with more energy and headspace than we’d ever had, and we were able 
to take on bigger projects: the kinds of  “someday” things we’d never 
been able to get around to before. 

We were so excited about our results that we started blogging about 
the techniques that worked for us. Hundreds of  thousands of  people 
read the posts, and many of  those readers wrote to us. People experi-
enced dramatic changes from tactics such as removing apps on their 
smartphones and prioritizing one task each day. The experiments 
worked for lots of  people, not just for us!  

We realized that everything we were learning—from our readers, 
our own experiments, and our design sprints—could fit into a frame-
work of  four daily steps. We decided to call it Make Time. 



!  

1. Highlight: Start Each Day by Choosing a Focal Point 
The first step in Make Time is deciding what you want to make time for. 
Every day, you’ll choose a single activity to prioritize and protect in your 
calendar. It might be an important goal at work, like finishing a presen-
tation. You might choose something at home, like cooking dinner or 
planting your garden or reading a book. Of  course, your Highlight isn’t 
the only thing you’ll do each day. But it will be your priority. This en-
sures that you spend time on the things that matter to you and don’t lose 
the entire day reacting to other people’s priorities.  

2. Laser: Beat Distraction to Make Time for Your Highlight 
Distractions like email, social media, and breaking news are everywhere, 
and they’re not going away. You can’t go live in a cave, throw away your 
gadgets, and swear off  technology entirely. But you can redesign the way 
you use technology to stop the reaction cycle. Simple changes like log-
ging out of  social media apps, turning off  your Wi-Fi, or scheduling 
time to check email can have a huge effect. 



3. Energize: Use the Body to Recharge the Brain  
To achieve focus and make time for what matters, your brain needs en-
ergy, and that energy comes from taking care of  your body. That’s why 
the third component of  Make Time is to charge your battery with exer-
cise, food, sleep, quiet, and face-to-face time. This isn’t about becoming 
a fitness freak or adopting a wacky diet. It’s about making simple shifts 
for the immediate reward of  having energy for the things you want to 
do. 

4. Reflect: Adjust and Improve Your System 
Finally, before going to bed, you’ll take a few notes. You’ll think back on 
your energy level, whether you made time for your Highlight, and what 
brought you joy in the day. You’ll do more of  what works, and less of  
what doesn’t.  



Forget Willpower: Create Barriers to 
Distraction Instead  

by John Zeratsky 

Product designers like me have spent decades removing barriers to make 
our favorite modern distractions—from email to Twitter to Instagram to 
YouTube—as easy to access as possible. If  you want to beat distraction 
and make time for things that matter, I recommend bringing those bar-
riers back. 

Below are three tips all based on the same philosophy: The best way 
to defeat distraction is to make it harder to react. By adding a few steps 
that get in the way of  checking Facebook, catching up on the news, or 
turning on the TV, you can short-circuit the cycle that makes these 
products so sticky. After just a few days with these tactics, you can create 
a new set of  defaults: from distracted to focused, from reactive to inten-
tional, and from overwhelmed to in control. It’s all about creating a little 
inconvenience. When distraction is hard to access, you don’t have to 
worry about willpower. You can channel your energy into making time 
instead of  wasting it.  

Here are three simple techniques you can try today: 

1. Log Out  
Typing in your username and password is a hassle, so websites and apps 
make sure you don’t have to do it very often. They encourage you to 
stay logged in, leaving the door to distraction wide open.  

But you can change the default. When you’re done using email, 
Twitter, Facebook, or whatever, log out. The option is available on every 
website and also in every app on every smartphone. It might not be ob-
vious, but it’s always possible. And next time they ask if  you want to 
“Remember me on this device,” don’t check the box.  

To supercharge this tactic, try changing your passwords to some-
thing crazy, annoying to type, and impossible to remember. Personally, I 



like e$yQK@iYu, but that’s just me. Store your impossible-to-remember 
passwords in a password manager app so that you can sign in if  neces-
sary, but make it an intentional hassle. 

2. Put Your Toys Away  
Picture this: You’re ready to get to work. Maybe it’s on a short story 
you’ve wanted to write or a proposal you need to get done for work. So 
you grab your laptop, flip open the screen, type in your password, and… 

“LOOK AT ME! LOOK AT ME! LOOK AT ME!” Every browser 
tab screams at you. Your email automatically refreshes to show a dozen 
new messages. Facebook, Twitter, CNN… headlines flash, notifications 
pop up all over the place. You can’t start on your project just yet—
you’ve got to tend to those tabs first and see what’s new.  

Now picture this: You grab your laptop, flip open the screen, and 
then… you see a beautiful photograph on your desktop and nothing 
else. No messages. No browser tabs. You signed out of  email and chat at 
the end of  the day yesterday, confident that if  something urgent came 
up overnight, someone would call or text you. The silence is blissful. 
You’re ready to rock.  

Reacting to what’s in front of  you is always easier than doing what 
you intend. And when they’re staring you right in the face, tasks such as 
checking email, responding to a chat, and reading the news feel urgent 
and important—but rarely are. If  you want to set yourself  up for focus, 
we recommend putting your toys away.  

That means signing out of  apps like Twitter and Facebook, closing 
extra tabs, and turning off  email and chat at the end of  each day. Like a 
well-behaved kid, clean up after yourself  when you’re done. Take it a 
step further and hide the bookmarks bar in your browser and configure 
your settings so that your homepage is something unobtrusive (like a 
clock) rather than something noisy (like a collection of  sites you visit fre-
quently).  



Think of  the two minutes it takes to straighten up after yourself  as a 
small investment in your future ability to be proactive—not reactive— 
with your time.  

3. Fly Without Wi-Fi  
One of  our favorite things about airplanes (apart from the sheer wonder 
of  flying through the air) is the enforced focus. During a fight, there’s 
nowhere to go and nothing to do, and even if  there were, the seat belt 
sign requires you to keep your butt in your chair. The strange parallel 
universe of  an airplane cabin can be the perfect opportunity to read, 
write, knit, think, or just be bored—in a good way.  

But even on an airplane, you have to change a couple of  defaults to 
make time. First, if  your seat has a screen, turn it off  when you sit down. 
Second, if  your airplane has Wi-Fi, don’t pay for it. Make these two 
choices at the beginning of  your flight, fasten your safety belt, and enjoy 
making time for yourself  at 35,000 feet. 



Forget Inbox Zero: Learn How to “Slow Your 
Inbox” from a Former Gmail Designer 

By Jake Knapp 

I used to think an empty email inbox was the hallmark of  high produc-
tivity. For years, inspired by experts like David Allen and Merlin Mann, I 
made it a daily goal to process every single message I received. I even 
created an email management class at Google and trained hundreds of  
coworkers on the virtues of  an empty inbox.  

The empty inbox technique is based on good logic: If  you clear out 
your messages, you won’t be distracted by them while you work. Out of  
inbox, out of  mind. And the technique works well if  you get only a few 
emails per day. But like most office workers, I get a whole lot more than 
a few messages per day. Eventually, my email took on a life of  its own. I 
was supposed to be clearing it out of  the way so that I could do my 
work, but instead, on most days , email was the work. It was a vicious 
cycle: The faster I replied, the more replies I got back and the more I 
strengthened the expectation of  immediate responses.  

Eventually, I realized I had to stop this frenetic email processing. So 
for the last several years, I’ve been putting the brakes on my inbox. It’s 
not easy, but the rewards can be surprising. 

If  you check email less often, research suggests that you’ll be less 
stressed and just as on top of  things. Maybe more surprising, checking 
less often made the research participants better at email. During a week 
when they checked only three times a day, people answered roughly the 
same number of  messages, but they did so 20 percent faster.  

All that said, resetting email habits is easier said than done. Luckily, 
as a recovering email addict and a former designer on the Gmail team 
at Google, I can suggest several tactics to change your relationship with 
your inbox.  



Deal with Email at the End of the Day  
Instead of  checking your email first thing in the morning and then get-
ting sucked in and reacting to other people’s priorities, deal with email 
at the end of  the day. That way, you can use your prime hours for your 
important work. You’ll probably have a little less energy at the end of  
the day, but that is actually a good thing: You’ll be less tempted to over-
commit by saying yes to every incoming request and less likely to bang 
out a multipage manifesto when a simple reply would do.  

Schedule Email Time  
To help establish a new end-of-day email routine, try literally adding 
“email time” to your calendar. When you know you’ve got time set aside 
later, it’s easier to avoid wasting time on email now. And when email 
time is done, it’s done. Do as much as you can in the allotted time, then 
move on. 

Empty Your Inbox Once a Week  
I like the clarity of  an empty inbox, but I don’t like the daily time com-
mitment. My co-author John Zeratsky makes an empty email inbox a 
weekly goal: As long as he gets to everything by the end of  the week, 
he’s good. You can still skim your inbox for messages that require a 
faster response, but respond only to those. For other urgent issues, you 
can ask your friends and family to contact you via text or phone. And 
for non-urgent ones, your colleagues (and everyone else) can learn to sit 
tight and wait for a reply.  

Pretend Messages Are Letters  
A lot of  email stress comes from thinking you need to constantly check 
and immediately respond to every new message. But you’re better off  
treating email like old-fashioned paper letters—you know, the kind with 
envelopes and stamps. Snail mail gets delivered only once a day. Most 
letters sit on your desk for a while before you do anything about them. 
And for 99 percent of  communications, that works just fine. Try seeing 



your email as what it really is: just a fancy, dressed-up, high-tech version 
of  regular old mail.  

Vacation Off the Grid  
Have you ever received an “out of  office” email response like this?  

“I’m on vacation this week, off  the grid without access to email, but 
I’ll reply to your message when I return.”  

The sentence conjures the image of  some remote adventure: a deso-
late desert landscape, a frozen forest in the Yukon, or perhaps some 
spelunking. But it doesn’t actually say the person is in an isolated loca-
tion with no cell towers. It just says she or he isn’t accessing the Internet 
for a week.  

You can say the exact same thing when you go on vacation.  No 
matter where you’re going, choose to go off  the grid. It can be hard, but 
it’s worth the effort.  

For more information about Make Time and a look inside the 
book, please check out maketimebook.com.


