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“Emails to Zero” Challenge 
 

 
 
If I were right there in your home, we would organize your email inbox in five simple 
steps.  Don’t worry one bit.  I’ve never seen an email inbox that couldn’t be conquered.  
You can absolutely do this.  Are you ready? 
 
STEP ONE 
 
Create five email folders in the left-hand column of your inbox, and label them as 
follows: 
 
@Action 
@Immediate Action 
@Incubation 
@Someday 
@Waiting 
 
(The “@” sign brings these folders to the top, since they’re sorted alphabetically.) 
 
If you don’t know how to create folders (also referred to as labels), take two minutes 
right now and do an online search for “How to create email folders using a 
Hotmail/Gmail/Yahoo account.” 
 

• @Action: Contains emails that require me to do something, but there is no 
pressing deadline. These can be handled anytime in the next few months.  
Example: Photos someone sent you that you’d like to print or post on your blog. 

 
• @Immediate Action:  This is the folder you’ll work from throughout the day . . . 

and you’ll check it before you go to bed. These emails need to be handled within 
the next 24 to 72 hours. If there is a hard deadline associated with this email, 
note it on your calendar so you won’t forget about it. Example: An invitation to 
sign up for a free parenting workshop this Saturday.  (You’d write a note/”trigger” 
on your Friday calendar, reminding yourself to sign up by the 5pm deadline.) 

 
• @Incubation: These emails don’t have an action required—or a deadline.  

They’re just emails you are considering and don’t want to throw away. Example: 
An advertisement (and coupon) for a shoe sale at your local mall . . . but you 
don’t really need shoes right now. 
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• @Someday: These emails contain ideas you really want to remember and do, 
but they do not have deadlines or require action. Example: A link to an amazing 
online photography course. 

 
• @Waiting: Emails that are waiting for a response from someone else before you 

can take any more action on that specific project or task. Example: You’ve written 
an article query for a local magazine, and you are waiting to hear back from the 
editor.  (You sent a copy of your query to yourself and filed it here.)  

 
STEP TWO 
 
Create one additional folder labeled “To Sort.” 
 
As we process your inbox, we’re going to gather the most important ones into the 
folders you created in Step One.  However, there is going to come a point where the 
emails in your inbox are going to look like one big blur.   
 
These are going to go into a “To Sort” folder, so they’re accessible when you perform a 
search function, but they won’t be clogging up your main screen.   
 
As long as nothing really urgent is in this folder, you can rest easy—knowing all your 
emails are ready for you to sort once your children leave the nest. 
 
STEP THREE 
 
Start from the top of your inbox and sort every single email into one of the six folders 
you created in Steps One and Two. 
 
This is the fun part!  I promise—it’s not as bad as it sounds.  Here are some guidelines: 
 

• The first 100-200 emails are going to take the most brainpower.  Look through 
them carefully, and pull out any that should be labeled @Action or @Immediate 
Action.  You will feel great when this part is done, and the remaining 15,000 
emails won’t feel so daunting. 

 
• If you want to create some extra folders that are specific to certain senders, like 

“Elementary School” or “Mom,” that’s great, too.  I like grouping similar emails, so 
I actually created 40+ additional folders below my key “@” ones. 

 
• While you’re sorting, take the opportunity to unsubscribe from as many lists as 

possible (but not Power of Moms!).  
 

• If you use Gmail (my favorite), you can search for key words like “Facebook” and 
delete or file hundreds of emails in just a couple of clicks.   
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• You can also create filters that will file some emails for you automatically—totally 
skipping your inbox.  (Just Google, “How to create email filters in Gmail.”) 

 
• Sometimes your email work will extend out onto your physical lists or calendar.  If 

you can copy down a date, enter a new phone number into your phone, or add a 
memory trigger to your calendar, go ahead and do those things while you’re 
processing.   
 

STEP FOUR 
 
Promise you’ll do three things: 
 

• Assign all incoming emails to a folder as soon as you read them (letting them 
build up again will just make you grumpy) 

 
• Check your @Immediate Action and @Action folders as often as your workload 

requires (this might be every day or just once a week) 
 
• Review your folders once a week during your Weekly Review (which is described 

fully in the Mind Organization for Moms program) 
 

 
STEP FIVE 
 
Use the two-minute rule with your emails. 
 
If you can handle an email in two minutes or less, do it.  A quick reply to the sender will 
let you then delete or archive that email, saving you tons of time in the future.   
 
But remember, family is more important than email.  It’s helpful to set some boundaries 
for yourself so you’re not affected by the gravitational pull of your computer or smart 
phone. 
 
 
(When you’re finished, report back at The Power of Moms!  And when you’re ready for 
more, our programs, Mind Organization for Moms and M.O.M. in Two Weeks, are 
waiting for you at www.powerofmoms.com.) 


