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WHEN YOUR CALENDAR STOPS
BELONGING TO YOU

How to Stop Letting Everyone Else Schedule Your Life

In this section, we look at what’s really going on when your days are a wall of
back-to-back meetings, “quick syncs,” and recurring calls nobody remembers scheduling.
You’re exhausted, double-booked, constantly running late, and still somehow not getting the
deep, strategic work done. Your best thinking hours are chewed up by status updates and other

people’s priorities, and by 4 p.m. your brain feels like time-confetti.

Here, I’ll show you how the real elite avoid that trap. You'll learn how to audit your
calendar without blowing up your company, which meetings you should never attend again,
how to say no without sounding like a diva, and how to catve out protected deep-work blocks
that no one touches. By the end, your schedule will start looking less like a crisis hotline and

more like something a serious decision-maker would actually design.

When Your Calendar Stops Belonging to You Look at Warren Buffett’s calendar
sometime. There’s a famous clip where he shows it to Bill Gates. Weeks of mostly empty days.
Gates, whose life used to look like a Tetris game of meetings, 1s stunned. Buffett shrugs and
basically says, “The difference between successful people and really successful people 1s that

really successful people say no to almost everything.”

That wasn’t a motivational poster. That was an operational manual. Now compare that
to your calendar. If your week looks like a Marvel crossover event, every character, every
subplot, all jammed into the same timeline. You're not alone. Most high performers I coach

have calendars that look like something The Office writers would reject as “too unrealistic.”

Here’s what science says about that. Researchers like Glorta Mark at UC Irvine have
found that knowledge workers switch tasks, on average, every few minutes. Not hours-minutes.
And once you're interrupted, it can take more than twenty minutes to fully regain focus on a
demanding task. Economist Sendhil Mullainathan and psychologist Eldar Shafir talk about

“cognitive
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bandwidth” being eaten alive by constant context switching. Brigid Schulte calls this “time
confett”: your day isn’t empty, it’s just shredded into useless little pieces.

A calendar full of 30-60 minute meetings, stacked one after the other, is a machine
designed to create maximum time confetti and minimum deep thought.

And your job now is deep thought. Think about Beyoncé for a second. You don’t get
Lemonade or Renaissance by squeezing creativity into ten-minute pockets between panel
discussions and brand calls. There are long, protected stretches when the outside world simply
does not get access. Same with Taylor Swift hiding away to write an album, or Christopher
Nolan writing and storyboarding for months before anyone sees a script. The public sees the
output and calls it “genius.” Behind the genius is a calendar that is aggressively, almost rudely,

protected.

The same principle applies to you. You’re not writing an album, but you are writing
the future of your company, your team, your wealth. That cannot be done in five-minute
scraps between “quick syncs.”

For a long time, I pretended otherwise. At the peak of my overachievement phase, my
calendar looked impressive, solid color from 8 am. to 7 p.m. Some days had double-bookings
where I’d “drop into whichever is most important.” I told myself this meant I was in demand.
What it actually meant was that I had slowly demoted myself to “most expensive middle
manager in the building.”

My days were a blur of status updates and “alignment” meetings. I’d sit i sessions
where I contributed one mildly useful sentence in forty-five minutes. Meanwhile, the work
only I could do, big strategic calls, capital allocation, thinking five years out was getting

pushed to late nights when my brain was about as sharp as a butter knife.

You know who had more control over my days than I did? My calendar link. Let’s
bring in one more example: The Devil Wears Prada. Remember how the whole office orbits
around Miranda Priestly’s schedule? Getting on it requires intention. There’s a gatekeeper.
People prepare before they get that time; they don’t just drop in with half-baked thoughts.
That’s fiction, but it’s not far from how a lot of truly elite operators run things. Not because
they’re divas, but because they understand their attention 1s the scarcest resource in the system.

You, my friend, have been running the inverse model: you're Andy with the binder,
sprinting around trying not to be late.

Here’s the hard truth: your calendar, i its current state, 1s not a neutral artifact. It’s
an x-ray of your boundaries.
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Every recurring meeting that no one remembers creating. Every “quick catch-up”
with no clear purpose. Every standing status call where you could disappear and nothing
would change, those are all places where you once said, “Sure, put it in,” instead of asking,
“Why?”

Brain science doesn’t care that these people are “important stakeholders.” Your
prefrontal cortex, the bit that handles planning, judgment, and self-control. Still has the same
basic limits as everyone else’s. It can handle a few hours of high-quality decision-making and
deep work a day. After that, you can still perform, but you’re doing it on habit and fumes.

If your best cognitive hours are chewed up by meetings you shouldn’t be in, you are
literally burning your sharpest thinking on the wrong problems.

Now, look at how political leaders or top CEOs structure their days when they’re doing
it right. Barack Obama used to batch his key briefings into defined windows and ruthlessly limit
non-essential meetings, partly to avoid decision fatigue. Jeff Bezos has talked about “high IQ
meetings” happening before lunch because he knew his decision-making got worse later in the
day. They’re not leaving their days to chance. They’re building guardrails.

I had to do the same, or I was going to end up rich, exhausted, and weirdly
replaceable.

So I did a brutal calendar audit. I asked one question about every recurring event:
“If this vanished for three months, what would actually breakr” Be honest with yourself

<

when you try this. Most of the answers were “nothing,” “someone would send an email

mnstead,” or “we’d all be secretly relieved.”

We cut or radically shortened about a third of my meetings in one quarter. We
replaced some weekly calls with written updates that I could skim in ten minutes. We moved
certain discussions into a single, well-run monthly meeting instead of four chaotic weekly ones.
My assistant stopped being a receptionist and started being a bouncer: “What 1s this meeting
forr Why does Ndira need to be there? What happens if she 1sn’t?”

The result? My calendar started to look... suspiciously empty in places. It made me
nervous at first, like I’d forgotten to do my homework. But those blocks became exactly what
I’d been missing: uninterrupted stretches to think, decide, create, and, occasionally, not think
at all.

That’s when you start operating like the people you and I both know: the investor who
reads for half the day, the founder who disappears for 48 hours to rewrite the product
roadmap, the artist-CEO who has actual white space.

This 1sn’t about pretending you’re too important for meetings. It’s about being

honest about what only you can do, and building your calendar around that.
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