Managing Interruptions
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Avoid interruptions to your progress.

Everyday interruptions at work can be a key barrier to managing your time effectively and, ultimately, can be a
barrier to your success.
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Think back to your last workday, and consider for a minute the many interruptions that occurred. There may have
been phone calls, emails, hallway conversations, colleagues stopping by your office, or anything else that
unexpectedly demanded your attention and, in doing so, distracted you from the task at-hand.

Because your day only has so many hours in it, a handful of small interruptions can rob you of the time you need to
achieve your goals and be successful in your work and life. More than this, they can break your focus, meaning that
you have to spend time re-engaging with the thought processes needed to successfully complete complex work.

The key to controlling interruptions is to know what they are and whether they are necessary, and to plan for them in
your daily schedule. The tips that follow will help you do that, and so prevent interruptions from frustrating you and
jeopardizing your success.

Using the Tool

Use the following tips to understand and manage interruptions:
1. Keep An Interrupters Log

If interruptions consistently rob you of time and energy, or if they frequently push you off schedule and cause delays,
it's time to keep an Interrupters Log. This is a simple record of the interruptions you experience in the course of a
day.

Click here to download our free Interrupters Log Worksheet. Figure 1 shows an example of it.

Figure 1: The Interrupters Log

Person Date and Time Description of Interruption Valid? Urgent?

Keep your Interrupters Log with you every day for at least a week, recording every interruption you experience, and
marking down the person interrupting you; the date and time it occurs; what the interruption is; whether it was valid;
and whether it was urgent (or whether someone could have waited until a better time.)

Finding This Article Useful?

You can learn another 60 time management skills, like this, by joining the Mind Tools Club.

Join the Mind Tools Club Today!

Once you have recorded the interruptions for a week, sit down with your log and analyze the information.
Which interruptions are valid and which are not?

You need to deal with the valid interruptions. We'll show you below how you can schedule them into your day so that
they get the attention they need, while you still have the time you need to adequately address your daily work.
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As for the interruptions that are not valid, you must find a way to block these out in the future.
2. Analyze and Conquer Interruptions

To analyze and conquer the interruptions you find in your Interrupters Log, firstly look at whether the interruption is
valid or not.

Could someone have avoided interrupting you by waiting for a routine meeting? Or was it something they should
have asked you about at all?

If not, deal with this politely but assertively.

Next, look at how urgent the interruptions were, and whether they could have been pre-empted. You can pre-empt
many interruptions by holding routine meetings with people: If they're confident that they'll have access to you at a
defined point in the near future, they'll learn to save up non-urgent issues until this meeting.

However, some interruptions are both urgent and valid. You need to be interrupted, and you need to deal with the
situation.

From your Interrupters Log, you'll see how much time is taken up by these urgent, valid interruptions. Block this time
into your schedule as "contingency time", and only take on as much other work as you can fit into the remaining
time. You'll have to juggle this other work around the interruptions, but at least you won't be overloaded and stressed
by the things that you haven't done because they've been displaced by emergencies.

3. Put Your Phone to Work for You (Not Against You)

Alittle bit of planning can go a long way in working to control telephone interruptions, which many people
experience all day long. If you are on a deadline or your focus needs to be intense (and not interrupted), use your
voice mail to screen calls, or have an assistant deal with messages for you. This way, you can deal with calls by
priority, and at times that suit you. In fact, this telephone time can be planned into your schedule, and so become a
normal part of your working day.

4. Catch Your Breath

When interrupted, it's easy to get caught up in the "rush" of the person who is interrupting, for they undoubtedly feel
their request is urgent. In reality, however, most interruptions are not genuinely crisis-driven, and it can serve
everyone best to take a little time before taking action.

Take a few minutes to consider the situation. Catch your breath and clear your head. A small delay, even one of just
a few minutes, goes a long way in assessing the situation accurately and reacting appropriately.

5. Learn to Say "No"

It's often acceptable to say "no" to requests or tasks if you are busy when someone else can handle it, if it is not an
important task, or if it can be done later.

When this is the case, saying "no" in a courteous and sincere way, followed by a short explanation is the best
course of action to take: "I am working against a very tight deadline on an important project right now so, | am sorry,
but | can not jump in and help".

6. "Available” and "Unavailable” Time

Simple yet effective: Let people know when you are available. and when you are not. Make sure that people know
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that during your "unavailable time", they should only interrupt you if they have to.

You and your co-workers can also agree on a signal that everyone in the office can use when unavailable, like
turning the nameplate on the door around, or simply closing the door. This alleviates interruptions and can avoid hurt
feelings.

Tip:
Be careful here. If you're a manager, an important part of your job is to be available to people, to handle urgent
issues which arise, and to coach your team so that people are as effective as possible.

If you put up barriers that are too high, you won't be able to do these jobs. By all means, use "unavailable time", but
don't over use it, and make sure people know they can interrupt you if there is a genuine crisis.

7. "Invitation Only" Time

Schedule regular check-in times for the individuals you talk to most often. Ask these people to keep a running list of
things that they need to discuss, so you can cover all the points at one time. And, force yourself to do the same.

An open-door policy is good, but you should limit the number of people you invite to your work area. For instance, if
you're scheduling a meeting, offer to meet your co-worker in his or her office or a conference room. This way, you
can excuse yourself after you accomplish your purpose. Additionally, it's much easier to get up and leave than it is to
get people to leave your office once they're seated and comfortable.

8. Uncontrollable Interruptions

There are interruptions that, no matter how hard you try, you simply cannot control.

Most people are happy to schedule a more convenient time, but when this does not work, quickly set the parameters
by saying something like, "I only have five minutes to talk about this right now," and stick to it.

Do not ask the interrupter to sit down and do not engage in small talk. Encourage the interrupter to get right to the
point and if a solution cannot be reached before the allotted time runs out, set a time for getting back to them and,
again, stick to it.

Download Worksheet
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