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THE THREE LANE WEEK

Fifteen billable hours disappear
quickly when client messages
are allowed to choose the
week's next task.
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When Messages Set the Diary

C lient messages rarely arrive as a clean request with a clear cost. They arrive

as a revised comment on a design file, a request for "one quick version", an

email chasing an item never agreed, or a meeting invitation dropped into an

afternoon reserved for design. Each looks manageable alone. Together, they turn paid

work into fragments.

The costly part is not replying. It is the repeated act of deciding, often with no view of

delivery dates, retained hours, meetings and revisions already occupying the diary. A

client's urgency can sound more important than the homepage build, identity system

or presentation deck that actually pays for the week. By Friday, visible activity is high

while billable output is thin.

The Three Lane Week gives those decisions a place to land before the inbox sets the

order. It treats the diary as a finite production schedule, not an open counter for

requests. The aim is not silence, rigid availability or a colour coded fantasy. It is a week

where fifteen hours of meaningful design work survive the ordinary churn of client

communication.
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CHAPTER 01

1. Map the Week, Not the Requests

"An empty afternoon is not available capacity. A counted hour is."

The first design decision of the week happens before any client message arrives.
Record what cannot move, then calculate the hours left. The diary is not spare capacity
merely because a box looks empty.

"An empty afternoon is not available capacity. A
counted hour is."

The error here is not poor time management. It is accepting new work before checking
the week's physical limits. A calendar may show eight open hours, yet two belong to
travel, one to bookkeeping, and another to the revision buffer already promised.

FIND THE REAL DESIGN CAPACITY

Monday morning Mark fixed commitments
FIXED

Enter meetings, childcare, travel, administration and any
delivery appointments in the calendar first.

Monday midday Protect the buffers
BUFFER

Reserve a 30 minute reset after demanding meetings and
keep the final hour before delivery free for checks.

Monday afternoon Count usable hours
CAPACITY

Subtract fixed commitments and buffers from the working
week, then write the remaining design hours beside the
diary.
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Before accepting Test the request

DECISION

Accept new work only when its estimated hours fit inside the

written remainder without borrowing from fixed

commitments.

Use one calendar, not a memory based estimate. Include recurring events, client calls,

software updates, invoicing and the 90 minute window after a presentation when

notes and follow up usually land. If the week contains 30 working hours, 8 fixed hours

and 7 hours of buffers and administration, the available design capacity is 15 hours.

That number belongs at the top of the Three Lane Week.

The right question is not whether there is an empty afternoon. It is whether the

request fits the hours that remain after reality has been entered. If it does not, pause

before agreeing a date.

Someone with a 30 hour working week records 8 fixed hours and 7 hours for

buffers and administration before replying to a new brief. The remaining 15

design hours are visible before any date is promised.

CAPACITY CHECK

Capacity check before accepting work: record fixed hours, add 30 minute

buffers, subtract administration, then compare the request with the hours

remaining.
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CHAPTER 02

2. Sort Paid Outcomes, Not Every Urgent
Message

"Urgent messages consume attention. Paid outcomes restore the week's value."

An urgent message is not automatically the next piece of work. It is only a new input
competing with the paid design outcome already in progress. The mistake is treating
visibility in Slack or email as a measure of commercial importance.

"Urgent messages consume attention. Paid
outcomes restore the week's value."

The Three Lane Week needs a sharper split inside the billable lane. Label each request
as an outcome, a reactive task, or an optional task before changing the order of work.
An outcome produces something the client has paid for, such as a homepage concept,
identity system or presentation deck. A reactive task answers, checks or adjusts
something around that outcome. It may matter, but it rarely deserves the same weight.

Use this test when a message arrives:

✓
✓Protect the 90 minute homepage

design block

✓Record a two minute reply task in
the reactive lane

✓Move work only when the delivery
date or agreed scope changes

×

✓Open the design file because a
message sounds urgent

✓Let a Slack notification become the
next priority

✓Reorder the day for an unpriced
quick version
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A useful decision rule is simple: if the request does not change an agreed deliverable,

fee or delivery date, it waits for the next communication window. If it does change one

of those, pause for five minutes and price the disruption in time, not emotion. A ten

minute reply can consume the next 90 minute block through context switching.

The right question is not, "How quickly can this be answered?" It is, "Which paid

outcome loses time if this is answered now?" That question keeps the diary attached to

value rather than noise.

A designer who reopens a branding file for each incoming comment can mark

replies for 12:30 and 16:30, then protect the morning identity block. Fewer

interruptions leave the agreed concept moving towards review.

USE THIS QUESTION

Decision question: Which agreed paid outcome loses time if this request is

handled now? If none, record it for the next communication window.
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"An empty afternoon is not
available capacity. A counted
hour is."



CHAPTER 03

3. Set Response Boundaries, not Constant
Availability

"Open availability consumes design time. Clear boundaries restore it."

The diary is most exposed before the first message arrives. Without a response
boundary, every notification becomes a reasonable interruption, and the designer has
to negotiate the same decision repeatedly. The error here is not replying too slowly. It
is letting the inbox decide when a reply deserves access to paid design time.

"Open availability consumes design time. Clear
boundaries restore it."

Set the boundary in three places: the calendar, the message channel and the
expectation sent to clients. A boundary is useful only when another person can see
what it means.

BOUNDARY OPEN AVAILABILITY

Messages checked at 11:30 and 16:30 Notifications checked whenever they
appear

Replies promised within one working day Immediate replies implied by past
behaviour

Urgent requests routed through one
agreed channel

Email, Slack and file comments all treated
alike

Calendar blocks marked as design time Every empty space treated as reply time
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Before the week starts, write a short response note in the client agreement or project

email. State the two checking windows, the usual reply period and the channel for

genuine deadline risks. Turn off desktop notifications during protected design blocks.

In Gmail, use a filter or label for client messages. In Slack, set a status that names the

next checking window rather than suggesting permanent availability.

The decision rule is simple: a message can enter the diary early only when it changes a

confirmed delivery date or blocks work already scheduled. Everything else joins the

next response window. That rule protects the calendar without pretending that

communication is optional.

A quiet inbox is not the aim. A predictable inbox is. Response boundaries make the

Three Lane Week credible before client pressure tests it.

Someone who checks email after every file comment can set two daily review

windows at 11:30 and 16:30, then state a one working day reply period in the

project email. Fewer interruptions reach the design blocks.

BOUNDARY CHECK

Boundary check before Monday: name 2 message windows, set 1 reply period,

choose 1 urgent channel, silence notifications during protected design blocks.
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CHAPTER 04

4. Place Billable Work Before Revisions
Rearrange the Week

"An open space is not protected work. A named block is."

Fifteen billable hours need named homes before the week begins. The error is not
underestimating how long design takes. It is treating every open patch in the diary as
available, even when it is already needed for revisions, approvals or delivery.

"An open space is not protected work. A named
block is."

Use the Three Lane Week to place the hours, then test the plan as a production
schedule. Start with three 90 minute blocks for concentrated design, two 60 minute
blocks for smaller paid outcomes, and a 60 minute delivery check. That gives fifteen
billable hours across five working days without pretending that every hour has the
same quality.

Name the paid outcome beside each of the fifteen billable hours

Leave a 30 minute review space before every client delivery

Mark each meeting, revision round and approval deadline in the diary

Move any block that depends on an unconfirmed client decision

Check that Friday contains no first draft due before midday

The practical test is collision, not optimism. Read the diary from Monday morning to
Friday afternoon and ask what happens when a meeting runs 20 minutes late, a
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revision arrives at 14:00, or a presentation must be sent by 16:00. A block that cannot

survive one ordinary interruption is not protected work. It is a hopeful label.

Keep the work block when the collision affects a later delivery. Move optional tasks

first, then compress administration to one 30 minute batch. The right plan does not

contain more activity. It makes the fifteen hours visible enough to defend.

Someone who labels six hours as "design time" often fills them with revisions

and file preparation. Naming three 90 minute concept blocks and a 60 minute

delivery check before Monday exposes the missing capacity. Fewer paid

outcomes are promised, and deadlines become easier to see.

PLANNING CHECK

Planning check before Monday: name 15 billable hours, add a 30 minute review

before each delivery, mark meetings, then test one 20 minute delay.
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CHAPTER 05

5. Build a Smaller Backup Plan Before
Requests Disrupt the Week

"A smaller plan protects the outcome; a fuller plan often protects only activity."

A disrupted week does not need a complete rewrite. The useful response is a smaller

backup plan that protects the design work with the highest value, rather than trying to

rescue every task already on the list.

"A smaller plan protects the outcome; a fuller

plan often protects only activity."

The error here is not accepting that the original plan has changed. It is treating every

planned item as equally worth saving. A homepage build due on Thursday may matter

more than three optional presentation refinements, even when the refinements are

already open in Figma.

Use the backup plan when a new request removes 90 minutes or more from a named

design block. Keep it inside the Three Lane Week:
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BACKUP PLAN

Which design outcome must still be delivered this week?
Name the client outcome, file, and delivery date

Which two tasks can leave the week without damaging that outcome?
Move optional work to the following review point

Which smallest protected block will complete the outcome?
Write the day, start time, end time, and tool

Then make three decisions in order. First, keep the paid outcome tied to a delivery

date. Second, remove tasks that improve polish but do not change approval, handoff,

or launch readiness. Third, reserve one block of at least 90 minutes in the next 48

hours, with notifications closed and the working file already open.

Do not shrink the core outcome until it becomes vague. Shrink its supporting work

instead. A smaller plan is not a failed week. It is the version that keeps the most

valuable design work moving when the diary stops behaving.

THE THREE LANE WEEK 11



Someone receives a late request that removes a
two hour identity block and tries to preserve
every planned refinement. At 4pm, they retain
the approved logo files, defer two optional mock
ups, and book a 90 minute production block. The
priority remains deliverable and visible.

USE THIS QUESTION

Decision question: which single paid design outcome must
survive this disruption, and which two supporting tasks can
wait?
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Protected Billable Time

01 Week 1

Fixed commitments sit apart from paid outcomes, while optional tasks stop

competing with scheduled design work.

02 Week 2

Client messages are grouped into defined response windows instead of

deciding which design task starts next.

03 Week 3

Fifteen billable hours have named places in the diary, with a smaller backup

plan ready for disrupted days.

04 Month 2

Weekly reviews reveal which requests, meetings and revision patterns

repeatedly reduce available design time.
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What Comes Next

You now have a working Three Lane Week: fixed commitments are visible, paid design

outcomes have protected space, and optional tasks no longer consume the gaps by

default. You also have response boundaries for client messages, a defined home for

fifteen billable hours, and a smaller backup plan for weeks when revisions or meetings

expand.

This does not decide every fee, renegotiate an unclear scope, or resolve a client who

treats every comment as urgent. It does not replace project estimates, revision limits,

contract terms or a proper review of whether the current workload fits the available

diary. Those decisions still need attention.

The next paid step is a practical planning review built around the actual client work,

deadlines and recurring interruptions in a typical week. It turns the framework into a

repeatable weekly operating system, tests the response windows against live requests,

and identifies where scope or scheduling needs a firmer boundary. The aim is a diary

that supports good design work without pretending communication can disappear.

A protected week is built through repeated, visible decisions.

THE THREE LANE WEEK
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THE THREE LANE WEEK

The Three Lane Week

1. MAP THE WEEK, NOT THE REQUESTS

Capacity check before accepting work: record fixed hours, add 30 minute buffers,

subtract administration, then compare the request with the hours remaining.

2. SORT PAID OUTCOMES, NOT EVERY URGENT MESSAGE

Decision question: Which agreed paid outcome loses time if this request is

handled now? If none, record it for the next communication window.

3. SET RESPONSE BOUNDARIES, NOT CONSTANT AVAILABILITY

Boundary check before Monday: name 2 message windows, set 1 reply period,

choose 1 urgent channel, silence notifications during protected design blocks.

4. PLACE BILLABLE WORK BEFORE REVISIONS REARRANGE THE WEEK

Planning check before Monday: name 15 billable hours, add a 30 minute review

before each delivery, mark meetings, then test one 20 minute delay.

5. BUILD A SMALLER BACKUP PLAN BEFORE REQUESTS DISRUPT THE WEEK

Decision question: which single paid design outcome must survive this

disruption, and which two supporting tasks can wait?
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