
1. HOW TO USE THE UN-SCHEDULE 
 
The UN-SCHEDULE turns our natural resistance to structure and authority -- one of the principle causes of 
procrastination -- against itself and enlists it in the cause of productivity. For years you've been telling yourself to work 
longer hours and to try harder on difficult projects. The UN-SCHEDULE and the Guilt-Free Play strategic system helps 
you to put more time into your leisure and more quality into your work. It tells you to put time and joy into your play 
time. 
 
Experiment with making the following commitments to yourself: 
 

 I will play, dance, or exercise at least 30 min. every day 
 I will take at least one day off each week 
 I will start by aiming for only 30 minutes of quality, uninterrupted work 
 I will start working on an imperfect – perfectly human – 

 draft rather than perfection 
 I will start small and keep starting until I’m finished 

 
     This strategy reverses your fear of being overwhelmed and your fear of failure and turns them into powerful tools 
for developing healthy work habits. Our usual habit is to schedule our work time and to leave our play reasonably 
unstructured. By requiring you to schedule and commit to recreational time, and to limit your work activity at first to 
short, pre-determined periods of 30 minutes, the UN-SCHEDULE builds up a subconscious desire to work more and 
really enjoy your play. 
 
 
     Guidelines for Filling in Your UN-SCHEDULE 
1. Schedule only:  

   a) previously committed time -- meals, sleep, meetings 
   b) free time, recreation, leisure reading 
   c) socializing 
   d) health activities such as swimming, running, tennis 
   e) routine structured events such as commuting time, classes, 
            medical appointments 
 
The primary principle of un-scheduling is that first you fill-in your UN-SCHEDULE with as many non-work activities 
as possible. This will help you overcome the fantasy that you have 24 hours a day and 48 hours on the weekends to 
work on your projects. It will sharpen your perception of the actual time available and make you a better manager of 
your time.   
 



Do not schedule work on projects. Remember, first and foremost the UN-SCHEDULE guarantees you guilt-free play 
time and the legitimacy of your personal time. This first step will help you avoid scaring yourself with overly ambitious 
and overly dictatorial plans for work that are doomed to failure, disappointment, and self-criticism. 
   
2. Fill in work time on your UN-Schedule only after you have completed at least 1/2 hour. Think of the UN-Schedule 
as a time clock that you punch in as you start work and you punch out when you take credit for your progress. You 
want to maintain an excite-ment about what has been accomplished, rather than anxiety about how much more there is 
to do. 
 
3. Take credit only for periods of work that represent at least 30 minutes of uninterrupted work. Do not record the time 
on your UN-Schedule if you stop before 30 minutes are up. The discipline of staying with the task through the first few 
minutes of potential distractions and inertia is necessary to carry you through to involvement and interest in your work. 
When you stay with the discipline of uninterrupted work you really know that the half hour you earned on your UN-
Schedule represents quality work, not trips to get potato chips or calls to a friend. This mounting achievement will 
build your pride and confidence in yourself as a producer.  
 
4. Reward yourself with a break or a change to a more enjoyable task after each 30, 60, or 90 minute period worked. 
You deserve it. You got started! And by overcoming inertia, you have begun to build momentum that will make it 
easier to get started next time. By rewarding yourself for each positive achievement, you are creating positive 
associations with your work instead of negative ones, creating a new and better habit -- the “Now” habit.  
 
5. Keep track of the number of quality hours worked each day and each week. Total them up. Emphasize what you did 
accomplish. This is rewarding in itself and establishes a positive pattern by following work with a pat on the back. It 
also alerts you to those days when you may choose to start earlier on high priority projects in order to increase the 
number of hours worked on a particular day of the week. 
 
6. Leave at least 8-24 hours a week for recreation and any small chores you wish to take care of. Avoid the feeling 
of resentment and the burnout that can come when there are no holidays because of work. Include in each week family 
rituals of recreation and play. You will feel more motivated to return to your high priority projects after resting. Work 
will be less of a burden when you are experiencing the better parts of life now, and your life is not on hold because of 
work.  Take time for yourself and those low priority chores that you might actually enjoy removing from your “to do” 
list as a change of pace -- repairs around the house, gardening, or letters that you've put off writing. This day is 
essential for rejuvenation and the maintenance of creativity and motivation.  
 
7. Slip 15-30 minutes of work in before taking a break or going out. Get started on difficult tasks so it will be easier 
to return to them later. To gain control over your habits, remember that any pleasurable or frequent activity you engage 
in has the power to create motivation for the activity it follows.    
     Use your most frequent, “high occurrence” behaviors -- generally your favorite activities -- as tools for motivation 
to increase and reinforce any positive habit you want to strengthen. If, for example, you watch TV after giving up on a 
project, giving up will become an even stronger habit because it is followed by a reward. Conversely, if balancing the 
books/ writing/ painting precede the watching of TV/ eating/ emailing/ sleeping, a positive habit is formed. As these 
achievement behaviors become associated with pleasure, you will be  drawn to engage in them more easily and 
frequently. 
 



By using this “Grandma's Principle” -- your ice cream always comes after you eat your spinach -- you can get started 
with less pain and foster the creation of good habits.    
 
     Soon you'll find that work that previously was difficult or 
unpleasant is easier and more enjoyable. This technique can even 
become a springboard for getting started on avoided projects.  It  
1) utilizes your attraction to the pleasurable activity to get you started 
      more often;  
2) allows you to enjoy the leisure activity guilt-free; and  
3) starts your subconscious mind working on the project while you 
      play – creatively resolving blocks while your attention is else- 
      where – and increases your motivation to return to the task with 
      your new found solutions. 
 
8. Focus on starting. Your task is to get to the starting place on time.  Advantage: Your “to do” list needs only one A-
priority item  -- “WHEN IS THE NEXT TIME I CAN START?”  Replace all thoughts about finishing with thoughts 
about when, where, and on what you can start. [Post this in several places at work and at home.]  
 
9. Think small. Do not aim to finish a book, write letters, complete income tax, or even for 4 hours of continuous 
work. This will make you feel overwhelmed and in need of some low priority project  that you can accomplish within 
minutes rather than the hours, weeks, or months it takes to complete the really important tasks of life. Aim to start for 
30 minutes of quality, focused work. [You always have the option to renew for an additional 30 minutes.] 
 
10. Keep starting. Finishing will take care of itself. When it’s time to start the last 30 minutes that will finish the 
project, that too will be an act of starting -- the start of the conclusion of your current project as well as the beginning of 
your next. So forget about finishing and “How will I ever finish?” If you must worry, worry about starting. In order to 
finish, that's all you have to do. Keep on starting.  
 
11. Never end down. Don’t stop working when you're blocked or at the end of a chapter or section. Remember the 
“grandma's principle:” you get your ice cream only after you finish your spinach. To create good habits, your breaks 
must come after doing some work. To avoid creating poor work habits, never take a break (a reward) when you're at the 
end of a segment or when you're ready to give up. Always stay with a tough spot for another 5 or 10 minutes to see 
what "comes to you." If you remain open and curious about a how a problem will be solved, your mind will know to 
access your subconscious creative genius.  
     You'll find that staying with a difficult task for a few more moments is often enough for your brain to creatively 
resolve it. Gently pushing through a block or starting on the next section, before you quit, creates positive momentum 
that makes it much easier to get started next time, thus eliminating the need to procrastinate.  
     Face the fear for a few more seconds [the equivalent of 3 deep breaths] and you’ll be building immunity to fear – a 
“fear inoculation shot” every time to stay and face the monster rather than run away. 
     Within 2 weeks of using the UN-SCHEDULE you can expect a broader awareness of your work patterns and of how 
you're spending your time.  For example, you will most likely observe that as you structure more leisure activities into 
your schedule, these oases of relaxation lessen the terror of being overwhelmed by large work projects. You'll find that 
pre-scheduled breaks and commitments to lunch and exercise increase confidence in your ability to tackle important 
projects in manageable steps, interspersed with adequate time to gain distance on blocks and to return to work with 
greater motivation and creative solutions.  
     Go to http://www.neilfiore.com/nowhabit.html for sample un- schedules and for blank schedules. 
 



 
 



Using the Blank Schedule 
Note that I've left you 24 hours each day to schedule work and play so that you can:  
1) account for every hour – including sleep and meals – thereby breaking the illusion that you have 24-hour days and 
48-hour weekends for work; and,  
2) have plenty of room to adapt it to night shifts and morning or evening work habits.  
     Make 4 copies of the blank, 24-hour schedule for each week of the month, or use 5 x 8 index cards to make your 
own blank schedule, or adapt the concepts to work with your daily appointment book.  
 
2. ADJUSTMENTS TO YOUR UN-SCHEDULE 
 
Over the years, I've found that there are a number of discoveries everyone seems to make when they begin to use the 
UN-SCHEDULE:  
  o You're probably busier than you thought. Discriminate between  urgent vs. important tasks, drop or delegate some 
projects, and make more hours available for your primary goal and for guilt-free play. 
 
  o Certain days are less productive than others. On those days you’ll need to focus on starting one of your top priority 
projects first thing in the morning in order to start the day with positive momentum.   
 
  o 30 minutes of work on your project is enough to maintain momentum and break through the inertia of getting 
started.  
 
  o Beware, if after a few weeks you find that you have stopped filling out the UN-SCHEDULE. This may work fine 
when you're really cooking on a project, but later you won't have an accurate record of unexpected interruptions. You 
won't know what's keeping you from being even more efficient or how you spent your time. Return to filling in 
leisure/life commitments (e.g. sleep, meals, commuting, exercise, socializing) and committing to starting on work 
projects.   
 
  o You may prefer to have a consistent time at which to start each day – making it easier to create a healthy habit. 
Schedule, as early as possible in your day, a specific half hour for starting on your major project.   
 
  o You’ll have a plan that lessens worry. The worrying, “what if,” mind needs to know the plan for survival and 
protection against criticism and loss. By using these tools you’ll be removing many of your worries by having a plan 
for Safety, Choice, and Focus. 
 



 

 
3.   THE SIX WARNING SIGNS 

OF PROCRASTINATION * 
 
 A major step in your Stop Wasting Your Time program is to identify your procrastination patterns in order to apply the 
appropriate NOW HABIT strategies and techniques. Then, you’re prepared to replace them with the effective habits of 
producers. 
 Here are six warning signs to help you quickly determine if you have significant difficulties with procrastination, goal 



setting, or inefficient work habits.  
 
 
1. Does life feel like a long series of obligations that cannot be met? 
 
     Do you keep an impossibly long "to do" list?  
     Do you talk to yourself in "have to's?" 
     Do you feel powerless with no sense of choice?  
     Do you feel agitated, pressured, continually fearful of being 
   caught procrastinating? 
     Do you suffer from insomnia and have difficulty unwinding 
    at night, on weekends, and on vacations (if, in fact, you take vacations)? 
 
2. Are you unrealistic about time? 
 

 Do you talk about starting on projects in vague terms such as   
 Do "sometime next week" or "in the fall?"  
 Do you lose track of how you spend your time?  
 Do you have an empty schedule without a clear sense of commitments, 

  plans, and deadlines? 
 Do you arrive at meetings and dinners chronically late? 
 Do you fail to take into account the actual time it takes to drive across 

  town during rush hour? 
 
 
3. Are you vague about your goals and values? 
 
    Do you find it difficult to stay committed to any one person or project? 
    Do you have difficulty knowing what you really want for yourself, but are clear about what you should want? 
    Do you get easily distracted by another plan which seems to be free of 
             problems and obstacles? 
    Do you lack the ability to distinguish between what's the most 
            important use of your time and what's not? 
 
 
4. Are you unfulfilled, frustrated, depressed? 
 
    Do  you have life goals that you've never completed or even attempted? 
    Do you fear always being a procrastinator? 
    Do you find that you're never satisfied with what you accomplish? 
    Do you continually wonder "Why did I do that?" "What's wrong with  
           me?" 
    Do you feel deprived -- always working or feeling guilty about not  
           working? 
    
5. Are you indecisive and afraid of making a mistake? 
 
     Do you delay completing projects because you try to make 
    them perfect? 
     Do you fear taking responsibility for decisions because you're afraid 
    of being blamed if some thing goes wrong? 
     Do you demand perfection in your work?  

     Do you expect to be above mistakes and criticism?  



     Do you worry endlessly about "what if?"  

* Excerpted from THE NOW HABIT, © 1989 Neil Fiore, Ph.D.  

 
6. Do you have low self-esteem and lack of assertiveness? 
 
     Do you blame outside events for your failures because you're afraid to  
           admit to any deficiencies? 
     Do you believe “I am what I do?” or “My worth as a person equals my 
            net worth?” 
    Do you feel ineffective in controlling your life?  
     Do you fear being judged and found wanting? 

 

 

If you're struggling on a daily basis with most of these issues, the chances are you already 
know that you have real problems with procrastination. If you see only a few of these 
warning signs in yourself you may be procrastinating in some areas of your life while 
remaining in control in other areas. As you become aware of the times you feel most 
vulnerable to procrastination, you can be ready with your Guilt-Free Play program to 
keep you on the track to Quality Work and goal achievement. 

 
For Life/ Executive Coaching or Seminars on issues of procrastination, optimal performance and productivity, contact Dr. Fiore 
at:  
 (510) 525 - 2673     neil@neilfiore.com       www.neilfiore.com 
 
© Neil Fiore 1988-2006        1496 Solano Ave., Albany, CA  94706 

 

 



4. THE LANGUAGE OF PRODUCERS 
  
          “There is no stress when make yourself safe and focused 
            in the present.”         -- Neil Fiore, The Now Habit 
 The Language of Procrastinators/ Workaholics:  
    “I have to finish something big and important, do it perfectly,  
      suffer pain, and be deprived of the good things in life.”  
 
The Language of Producers and Peak Performers: 
 
   “I CHOOSE TO START ON ONE SMALL STEP, 
     DO IT HUMANLY WITH PLENTY OF TIME FOR 
     GUILT-FREE PLAY." 

 I have to                     I CHOOSE TO 

 finish         START 

 big      SMALL 

 perfectly      HUMANLY 

 pain         GUILT-FREE PLAY 

 

 
 

 
 



 
THE FOCUSING EXERCISE 

     Dr. Neil Fiore 
 
 "New research is leading to the conclusion that these instances of ...[being fully 

absorbed in a challenging task] are, in effect, altered states in which the mind 
functions at its peak, time is often distorted and a sense of happiness seems to 
pervade the moment."     --Daniel Goleman, New York Times 

 
 Regardless of how you feel, within 2 minutes you will be focused, curious, 

motivated, and creative. And, most important of all, you will have started -- and 
be on your way to finishing. 

 
This exercise can be read or recorded by you until you know it by heart. You will learn to 
associate sitting at your desk or work station with automatically doing this exercise. Use 
it each time you begin work and it will lead you quickly beyond pressure messages and 
worry about failure and into the Flow State. This focusing exercise also serves as a good 
example of the reassuring, present-focused self-talk of the producer. 
 
 Start by sitting upright in your chair with your feet flat on the floor, with your 

hands on your thighs. Focus your attention on your breathing. If you've been 
stressed you may discover that your breathing is constricted. Breathe deeply, 
holding your breath for a moment, and then exhale slowly and completely. Do 
this three times, counting each time you exhale. With each exhalation imagine 



that you are letting go of any remaining tension and that you are deciding to drift 
to a different level of mind.  

 
 Now focus your attention on the feeling of the chair against your back, buttocks, 

and legs. Float down into the chair. Let it support you, as you release any 
unnecessary muscle tension. You can now let go of those muscles. Shift your 
attention to the floor, and let it support your feet. Now let go of those muscles.  As 
you let go, continue to exhale away any remaining tension. You can just let go 
and allow your body to give you the gift of relaxation and support.  

 
 During the next few moments, there is nothing much for your conscious mind to 

do except to be curious and just allow your subconscious mind to provide your 
body with deeper and deeper relaxation with each phrase.  

 
 Now, notice how heavy your eyelids are beginning to feel. And as you experience 

them getting heavier and heavier, allow them to float softly closed over your eyes. 
Or you can try to keep them open, and find that it takes so much effect to try that 
it's much more comfortable to allow them to float down of their own accord. As 
your eyes close, allow relaxation to flow down over your entire body.  

 
 
 Letting Go of the Past 
 With your next 3 slow deep breaths tell yourself to let go of all thoughts and 
images about work from the past. Let go of what you've just been doing -- driving in 
heavy traffic, making a telephone call, cleaning the house. Let go of thoughts about what 
you've been telling yourself you should've or shouldn't have done. You may even want to 
let go of your old self-image -- your former sense of identity and its limitations on your 
potential.  
 
 Letting Go of the Future 
 And with your next 3 slow, deep breaths, let go of what you anticipate happening 
in the "future" -- a constructed concept of a time that really doesn't exist. Let go of all 
thoughts and images of future work and deadlines -- freeing more energy for focusing in 
the present. 
 
 Centering in the Present 
 With your next 3 slow, deep breaths, notice -- just notice -- that it really doesn't 
take much energy to just be in the present. Let go of trying to be in any particular time, 
and let go of striving to be any particular way. Just allow yourself to notice the sensations 
of being where you are now. Choose to be in this situation allowing the wisdom of your 
body and inner mind to provide you with the just right level of energy and relaxation to 
be here, doing whatever you choose to do in this moment.   
 
 You can now find yourself at a deeper level of relaxation where you can give 
yourself any positive suggestion you wish. With your next 3 slow, deep breaths you can 



begin to link the power of the right and left hemispheres of your brain, accessing the 
Flow State under your conscious control. 
 
 To use the focusing exercise for overcoming procrastination and to stimulate 
interest in the process of starting to work, count up from 1 to 3, and say to yourself: 
"With each breath I become more alert, curious, and interested in how rapidly I'll be 
going beyond discomfort and worry to starting with purpose and commitment in just a 
few seconds of clock time -- 1. Becoming more and more alert and ready to begin as I tap 
into the inner wisdom of my mind and many alternative solutions -- 2. Coming all the 
way up to full alertness, operating at a genius level with the support of my entire brain 
and my creative faculty, ready and eager to begin -- 3." 
 

 
 


