
Sometimes it is best if we set ourselves just a small amount of time to tackle a task, even 
if it means that task doesn’t get done quite as well as we would like. Perfection, after all, 
is the enemy of excellence, and good enough is always good enough.

Time-Limited Task Tackling

Example 1.

Relevant to:  Depression:          Anxiety:           Irritability/Anger:          General emotional control: 

Michael liked his car to be clean, but he hated 
cleaning it. He knew that to clean it properly 
took him at least 45 minutes, so he put it off 
day after day, dreading the task and, in the 
meantime, driving around in a dirty car. This 
repeated itself for years.

Introduced to the idea of ‘Time-limited Task 
Tackling’ he decided to set himself a time 
limit of 15 minutes for cleaning his car. This 
made it seem much more bearable – even if it 
wasn’t a particularly pleasant task, to do it for 
15 minutes wasn’t too bad. The next thing he 
realised was that, if he only had 15 minutes, 
he would have to choose what he was going 
to do: he couldn’t possibly manage to clean 
all of the bodywork, polish all the windows, 
and also clean his multi-spoke alloy wheels. 
So he decided that he would just aim to wash 
the bodywork and glass (without polishing it) 
this time and not worry about the intricate 
wheels. So he did, and found himself now 
driving around in a perfectly clean car, except 
for the wheels. But what do you think he did 
three days later? Yes, he spent 15 minutes 
cleaning the wheels. He is now in the routine 
of regularly spending 15 minutes cleaning his 
car, and even sets his smartphone to sound 
an alarm at 13 minutes, so he knows he 
needs to start clearing up.
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Example 2.

Oliver lived in a flat on his own and 
didn’t like housework. On the other hand 
he did like his flat to look nice, so he 
was in a dilemma. It was a dilemma he 
failed to resolve by living in a flat where 
everything needed cleaning, but he could 
never “get around to it”.

He decided to set himself a time limit of 
15 minutes for housework on any one 
occasion, curiously exactly the same 
time limit Michael. He also decided that 
there was only so much he could do in 15 
minutes so on one day he vacuumed all of 
the floors, another day he dusted all the 
furniture, another day he polished certain 
items of furniture, another day he cleaned 
the bathroom, another day he cleaned the 
kitchen, and ‘every now and again’ he 
would clean the windows. He made a rule 
for himself that he never needed to do any 
of this at weekends, and would never do 
more than one 15 minute chunk per day. 
Even so, his flat was transformed within 
the space of a couple of weeks.

In-session discussion.
Do you tackle tasks this way? If so, how does it work for you? 
If not, how do you think it would work for you? What about 
the time periods: in both the above examples they were of 15 
minutes, is this about the right time for you?

Project.
If you think that Time-limited Task Tackling is for you and want 
to give it a go, then do so. It can yield surprisingly dramatic 
results, and be enjoyable as well.

Mythbuster:
The longer you do 
something for the more 
you achieve.

Rarely true. The longer 
you plan to do something 
for, the easier it is to 
put it off and the more 
distracted you can 
become in that long 
time period. Often it is 
best to focus on a short, 
achievable period of time.
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