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7 Steps to Email Bliss

Introduction
Why is managing your email, and particularly your inbox so important? Well when you have 578 emails in 
your inbox, you cannot quickly find the information you need and inevitably some information gets lost 
or overlooked. You waste valuable time sorting, searching, and scrolling. It may seem like a minute or 
two, but if you are doing that several times a day, every day it adds up to major productivity lost. 

In this guide, I show you some of the strategies and tips I have learned and implemented throughout the 
last decade to manage my email so it helps me be more productive and actually lowers my stress levels 
by not drowning in my inbox. 

The ideas I share in this guide have been picked up and adapted from various books and blogs and I try to 
reference whenever possible. This guide is designed for you to follow a step-by-step process that you can 
start immediately and see results. I challenge you to try this for at least one week. Then let me know how 
you are doing and if you are feeling less stress and more productive. On the flip side, feel free to email me 
if you this didn’t work at all for you so maybe I can help you with another solution or strategy. I would love 
to hear successes and failures by emailing me at lindsay@marketerstakeflight.com.

This guide is assuming that you are using Microsoft Outlook as you email manager on  your work 
computer. Many of the same strategies can be applied to Gmail and other web-based programs but the 
steps around the software may be different. 

Are you ready to take back control of your email inbox? Yes!

The 7 Steps to Email Bliss!

#1 - Close Your Email Window

#2 - Inbox = To-Do List

#3 - Create a Folder Structure

#4 - Bypass the Inbox

#5 - Stop Sending (so many) Emails

#6 - Clean Out Your Inbox

#7 - Maintain Inbox Zero (or Close to Zero)

Go on. Keep reading. Take Action. 
You’ve got this, and I am here to help!

mailto:lindsay@marketerstakeflight.com
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#1 - Close Your Email Window
Wait, if I close my email won’t it just pile up? Won’t I miss very important information that I need? I will miss 
my proposal deadline, lose my job, then lose my house and up living in a van down by the river? I cannot 
close my email, that is my life! 

Living in a multiscreen, multi-tasking, background noise drive world, creates an enormous opportunity 
for busy-ness (in the form of email) to creep in and distract us. Several years ago, I read the book The 
4-Hour Work Week by Timothy Ferriss. The premise of this book is to create a business that can run on 
as little as four hours per week so you can live your life. However, for my purposes, the section about 
eliminating distractions hit home. 

Without going into too many details on all of his philosophy, I will share what I have tried and continue to 
implement daily. 

First, I keep my email window closed while I am working on assignments such as writing or editing a 
proposal. This allows me to be 100% focused on the task at hand instead looking at that little Outlook 
window every few moments when a new message comes in. His book suggests just checking twice a day 
(once at noon and once at 4:00pm), but I have found that I check email between each completed task. My 
mind has to shift gears to begin working on another task, so I allow myself to open my email and check. 

You might be afraid to do this at first, but trust me no one will really notice and if there is a true 
emergency someone can always pick up the phone and call you. (Gasp!)

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0307465357/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=offsitoftimfe-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0307465357
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0307465357/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=offsitoftimfe-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0307465357
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#2 - Inbox = To Do List
Stop keeping messages in your inbox. Shift your mindset to force yourself to make a decision with each 
message in your inbox. When reviewing each message you need to decide if the message is:

1. Something to read and something you can instantly respond to;
2. Someone or some company just giving you pure information;
3. Spam or junk mail;
4. A message for someone else you are copied on for little to no reason;
5. An assignment that is actually assigned to you or something YOU have to do; OR
6. A piece of information that you have requested and have been waiting to receive.

When an email comes into your inbox, you should decide quickly what type of message it is and where to 
put it. [In Step #3 I give you a way to organize where to put the messages. Keep reading.] Starting today, 
leaving messages in your inbox is no longer an option. Are you up for this?

Starting today, read through your emails in your inbox and decide if that message should be:

• Deleted without a response
• Deleted after providing an instant response
• Filed into an appropriate folder
• Converted to a task or calendar item
• Kept in your inbox

WHAT?!?!? Didn’t I just say above that nothing stays in your inbox? Yes that is still true. You should keep 
only those emails in your inbox that take more than 1-2 minutes to respond. If someone is requesting 
a report, qualifications package, set of resumes, etc. that is going to take you away from your email 
cleaning task, then save that particular message until later in the day or the end of email cleaning task. 
This will distract you from your task at hand--cleaning your inbox. 

If it is a larger assignment or something that you will need collaboration from others, convert that email 
message to a task with a due date. [This step by step process is shown in Step #6.]
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#3 - Create a Folder Structure
You might already be doing this to some extent. Yes, it is true that the folders are part of 
your inbox, but email messages can be moved into the folders freeing them from your 
inbox that is staring you in the face. You should move messages here that you may need to 
reference later but do not necessarily need to respond or take action on. 

You are most likely already creating folders for your specific pursuits or assignments. Below 
is a list of folders that I use that I strongly suggest you set up right now. 

You should set up your folders with numbering similar to this. You will see why in the next step.

00_To Read
01_Wait for Response
02_Business Development
03_Pursuits
04_Communications
05_Events-Conferences
06_Collateral

07_Organizations
08_Meeting Notices
09_Admin Info
10_IT Info
11_Expense Receipts
12_Travel Itineraries

Ideally these could mirror your marketing drive directory but not have to. You should add 
sub-folders under each major category to further organize. For instance, under 02_Business 
Development you could have sub-folders for clients or market sectors. This information 
would not be related to a specific pursuit but more general in nature. Under 03_Pursuits you 
would have sub-folder for each pursuit or proposal you are working on. 

An example of this could look like:
02_Business Development
 Airports 
 City of Orlando
 Education K-12
 Education Higher Ed
 Port Canaveral

03_Pursuits
 Orlando GEC
 OCPS Elementary Prototype
 USACE IDIQ

While I generally stay away from abbreviations and short-hand in other areas of the 
marketing organization (database, file directory, etc.), this is your personal filing system. You can name 
the folders what makes sense to you. 

Other folders ideas include:
• Extremely Important
• From my Boss
• Personal

Sample Inbox with 
File Structure

BONUS TIP: I move these sub-folders offline or delete once a project has been won or lost. Our firm likes using PST folders to 
store email offline. It basically creates another inbox that is saved to your hard drive instead of the firm’s servers. At a previous 
firm, they outlawed these and allowed us to keep all of our files. Another firm just automatically deleted emails older than 90 
days from the local email folders. You had to place email messages into a server based folder that was associated with a project 
number. Check with your firm’s policy on saving email and email storage size.
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#4 - Bypass the Inbox
The best way to avoid drowning in your inbox, is to minimize the emails that go there in the first place. 
You can set up rules so that email messages bypass your inbox entirely and go straight to a designated 
folder (or auto-delete). In Microsoft Outlook, these are called ‘Rules & Alerts.’ There are many different 
types of rules that you can create. 

The most used rule I use is to automatically MOVE messages to specific folders. This allows me to go to 
that folder and read those messages on my time, not when they are sent. I can dictate what time in the 
day I read my emails. This doesn’t clutter up my inbox and distract me. 

The messages you tell to move are based on Conditions. These Conditions can include:

• Specific words in the subject line
• From a specific person or group
• Marked as important
• Where my name is in the BCC field
• Is an automatic reply
• From a specific (or all) RSS feeds

After selecting the Conditions, you then tell it where you would like to move it. This is why setting up the 
folders comes first. Now you can designate which folders to move those email messages to. 

Using Rules to 
automatically 

move email 
messages to 

specific folders 
and bypassing 

my inbox, 
allows me to 

read those 
messages on 

my time. 
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How to Set up a Rule in Microsoft Outlook
1. Go to your Tools Menu and select Rules and Alerts. A menu box similar to the one shown to 
the right will pop up.

2. Select New Rule. The Rules Wizard Box should pop up. 

3. Select which kind of rule to create. The most frequent 
ones I use are Move messages from someone or with 
specific words in the subject line to a folder.

4. Then edit the rule description by clicking on the 
underlined values.  Then click Next.

5. The next three screens will be where you can set 
Conditions, Actions, and any Exceptions. If you have 
properly set up the filters for the rule in the previous 
step, you can bypass by hitting Next and Next again.

6.The last screen will allow you to specify a 
name for the rule and turn on. It will also give 
you a check box to run the rule now for any messages in your inbox. Check that box. 

Another benefit of setting up these rules, is that the messages bypass your 
inbox on your iphone or other mobile device. You can still access the folders and 
download the messages, but they do not clutter your inbox. This is especially 
valuable if you are out of the office a lot or away at a conference. You don’t 
accidently overlook important emails because you are distracted by the other 
not-so-important ones.
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Example Rules

00_To Read
I have all of my newsletters, blog subscriptions, and all other industry and personal news I receive via 
email move directly to this folder. I get on average around 50 emails a day from various news sources 
related to our market sectors, office locations, and marketing trends. I pick certain times of the day to go 
into this folder and skim/read the various emails. 

I am choosing when to read this information, not when it is sent to me.

01_Wait for Response
When I ask people for information, a decision or an assignment via email, I BCC myself and have those 
automatically moved to the 01_Wait for Response folder. I check that folder about once a week to follow 
up on the items that haven’t been addressed yet. If they have, I just delete. If they haven’t, I send a follow 
up question regarding the status.

08_Meeting Notices
I arrange dozens of meetings for various pursuits and planning efforts using the Microsoft Outlook 
Calendar. It is a great system to see free/available for others when scheduling meetings, but I hate those 
annoying notices. I set up a rule that moves anything with the subject line ACCEPTED or TENTATIVE to 
go to my 08_Meeting Notices folder. The only notices that come to my inbox are the DECLINED. This way 
I can determine if I need to reschedule the meeting. About once a week or so, I delete all of the notices in 
the folder.
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#5 - Stop Sending [so many] Emails
You will notice that a large majority of your email messages are responses to your original emails and 
others messages that include reply all. If you really concentrate hard to minimize the amount of emails 
you send out, you will get fewer replies. Here are some strategies to help you minimize your sent email.

• Do not use email as a instant messenger to carry on a conversation. If you find that you are just 
replying back and forth like a conversation, pick up the phone and call that person. It will actually 
save you time and be able to clearly communicate the message. We all know that it is very easy to 
mis-read an email message. 

• Call or walk over to someone in your office for quick questions. If you just need a quick question 
answered or brief input, just call. You will most likely get your answer faster as you won't need to 
wait for them to respond and you can tell if that person is able and available to help you. It also 
seems very silly to send email to the person sitting next to you. It feels like texting at the dinner 
table. You can call me old-school. That is okay!

• Do not reply all. Chances are a message was sent to you by someone who is trying to CYA (cover-
your-@ss). Most of the time, you can answer the question by replying back to that individual or 
smaller group of the individuals. Now, if everyone needs to know the response then reply-all, but 
very rarely if 15 are copied on the email that all of them need to know the response, especially if it is 
asking for the status of something. 

#6 - Clean Out Your Inbox
So now is the time in our journey for you to actually start cleaning out your inbox. This might a big or 
monumental task for you depending on how many emails you have kept there. Here are the steps to take 
to clean out your inbox.

1. Block out some time with no other distractions. This may take an hour or up to an entire day 
depending if you have 100 or 800 emails in your inbox. Do not start doing this when you have a 
proposal due tomorrow or this week. I try to do this when I am brain-dead from a submittal or 
presentation or late Friday afternoon. 

2. Start from the Top and Work Your Way Down. Organize your inbox so it has the most recent 
messages at the top. There will be messages that are part of conversations and various threads. If 
you start at the top, you can read the entire threads and then delete the other emails associated 
with that conversation instantly as you come across them.

3. Make a decision for each message. Remember back in Step #2, we said that each message needs 
have a quick response, moved to a folder, deleted, or kept in the inbox for longer responses or tasks. 
You should make a quick decision going through each message. 

4. Move messages to Tasks or Calendar Items. If you there are messages that contain assignments or 
longer tasks you can “convert” them to a Task or Calendar item in Microsoft Outlook.  The steps to 
do this are on the following page.

5. Declare Email Bankruptcy. If you have more than 1,000 emails in your inbox, this might too 
overwhelming of a task to go through each of them. You might want to select all of the emails 
older than 30 days and just delete. Then you can use these tactics moving forward with your email 
management. I haven’t done this personally but know several people who have.
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How to Move Emails to Microsoft Tasks or Calendar Items
1. Right click on the email message and select “Move to Folder.”
2. Instead of selecting a folder, select either Calendar or Tasks to move the email message to.

3. A Calendar or Task box will open that will allow you to choose the day and time of the meeting or 
due date of the task. 

Select Calendar Option Select Task Option

Set up Calendar Item Set up & Assign Task
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#7 - Maintain Inbox Zero (or Close to Zero)
Once you have gone through the effort to clean your inbox and have set up a system to keep it 
organized, you want to stay disciplined to maintain Inbox Zero (or very close to it). You won’t stop 
receiving emails, so this will be a constant battle. Below are some ways to maintain your email system 
to stay close to Inbox Zero.

• Batch your email management time. Designate some time each day to go through your inbox. 
Then designate a longer period of time each week to go through the folders such as the 01_Wait for 
Response.

• Use previously wasted time for quick clean-up. Generally, I find myself between meetings with 
only 10-15 minutes available to work. Usually I am running to the bathroom and filling up my coffee, 
so I am left with very little time to do any actual productive work. I use this time to quickly filter my 
inbox. I skim/read the inbox messages, file those that are just for information, and delete the others. 
I don’t spend this time to reply to messages but more of a quick clean so when I have more time at 
the end of the day it won’t be so overwhelming. 

• Use email clean-up programs. If your firm uses a web-based email system like Gmail, there are 
several clean-up programs that will help manage your inbox. My personal email is Gmail and I use 
Unroll.me. This service manages all of your subscription emails. They completely by-pass the inbox 
and I get one email in the evening that is a Rollup (or digest) of all of the email messages. I can see 
a summary of the message a small image of the email and choose to read any of them. This service 
does work for Outlook.com emails but not Microsoft Exchange accounts (which is the majority 
of business emails). They are working on something, but the updates haven’t come as of this 
publication.

Stay with it. Trust me. You’ll Find Your Bliss.
It seems like a never-ending battle that will cause more stress in your life. It in fact does the opposite. 
Similar to how they say “cluttered desk, a cluttered mind”  having a cluttered inbox creates chaos. It 
will be challenging for the first week or so of maintaining this, but you will find some sense of peace 
and accomplishment by getting your inbox to zero (or one or two) each day you leave work. It is really 
refreshing to come into the office with only having a dozen or so come in overnight (if not less). It makes 
your day feel a little less like it is on fire. 

http://Unroll.me
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