
 The advice of time-management experts to the test

What would you do if you had an hour all to yourself tonight? Read a book? Soak in the tub?

I'd shave my legs. With a full-time job, three kids, a dog, a cat, two rabbits, and a puppy who thinks
our house is a giant privy, by the time I get to my legs, I need to use the Weed Wacker.

As it turns out, a lot of people are run ragged these days. Americans are working 20 percent more
hours — and have 32 percent less free time — than their parents did. Says Jeff Davidson, author of The
Complete Idiot's Guide to Managing Your Time, "Not surprisingly, surveys show that what 66 percent of
them crave is time just for themselves."

That's what I craved: One task-free, guilt-free hour at the end of each day. So I talked to four noted
time-management experts, and gave myself five days to put their time-saving suggestions into effect.
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Americans spend up to six hours every month just paying their bills — and they receive an additional
2,700 pieces of unsolicited mail each year. "It takes time to deal with all that paper, plus people never
use eighty percent of what they decide to keep," says Barbara Hemphill, past president of the National
Association of Professional Organizers. "Your best defense is to choose one comfortable spot where
you'll always do paperwork, and make sure it's stocked with stamps; envelopes; pens; In, Out, and File
It trays; and a big wastebasket."

Then subject each piece of paper to the wastebasket test: "Ask yourself, What's the worst thing that
could happen if I don't keep this?" Hemphill suggests. "If you're willing to live with the result, toss it."

Day No. 1 (Monday): At Hemphill's prodding, I cleaned out my over-stuffed cabinet to make filing
faster. That meant tossing all but the last three years' worth of credit card receipts and bank
statements, and — good grief — insurance policies for the cars and homes we no longer owned.

Then I attacked the mountain of mail. True to Hemphill's word, discarding anything that wasn't
important helped me plow through a week's worth of junk and bills in 15 minutes, instead of the full
hour it usually takes.

Almost 65 percent of American adults aren't getting enough sleep to feel well-rested during the day,
according to the National Sleep Foundation. "It can take up to twice as long to accomplish difficult
mental tasks when you're exhausted," says Cheryl Richardson, author of Take Time for Your Life. "If you
want to be productive tomorrow, getting eight hours of sleep tonight needs to be more important than
folding that last load of laundry."

Monday evening: If I'm not working late at the computer, I'm washing dishes, mopping up after my
puppy, or, yes, folding that last load of laundry. How could I possibly gain an hour of free time by going
to bed earlier? Very easily, it seems. After a full eight hours of sleep, I felt alert for the first time in
months. I quickly did the dishes, swept the kitchen, and folded the laundry before leaving for work — a
feat I never could have accomplished in my usual morning stupor.

Is staying late at work — or dragging work home with you — eating into your free time? "Surprisingly,
people spend less than 60 percent of an eight-hour workday doing productive work," Davidson says.
"Distractions, interruptions, and unnecessary tasks consume the other 40 percent." Staying late isn't the
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