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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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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.
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