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Part I: Audit and Plan (Days 1-5)


Chapter 1: The Automation Audit — Where Your Time Actually Goes

You think you know how you spend your workday. You don’t.

That’s not an insult — it’s a near-universal truth backed by decades of time-management research. When researchers ask people to estimate how they spend their work hours, the estimates are wrong by an average of 25 to 30 percent. We overestimate how much time we spend on meaningful, creative work and dramatically underestimate how much time evaporates on repetitive tasks we barely notice ourselves doing.

This matters because automation only works if you automate the right things. And you can’t identify the right things to automate if you’re operating on a fictional version of your workday.

So before we touch a single AI tool, before we set up a single automation, we’re going to do something that feels almost ridiculously simple: we’re going to watch ourselves work. For three days, you’re going to track every task you perform, how long it takes, and what category it falls into. By the end of Day 3, you’ll have a detailed map of where your time actually goes — and that map will tell you exactly where automation will deliver the biggest return.

This is the foundation of the entire 30-day program. Skip it, and everything that follows will be less effective. Do it honestly, and you’ll be surprised by what you find.

Why Most People Automate the Wrong Things

The most common automation mistake is grabbing whatever shiny tool you saw in a LinkedIn post and trying to force-fit it into your workflow. Someone sees a demo of AI-generated slide decks and spends a weekend setting it up — even though they only make presentations twice a month. Meanwhile, they spend two hours every day on email triage and never think to automate that.

This happens because we have a cognitive bias toward novel, visible tasks. Creating a presentation feels like “real work” — it’s visible, it has a clear output, and it’s the kind of thing you might mention in a meeting. Email triage feels like overhead — necessary but not worth talking about. So when people think about what to automate, they think about the tasks they notice, not the tasks that consume the most time.

The automation audit fixes this by replacing intuition with data. Instead of asking “what feels repetitive?” you’ll ask “what is actually repetitive, how much time does it consume, and how much of it follows predictable patterns?”


Consider Marcus, a marketing manager at a mid-size company. When asked what he’d most like to automate, he said “writing blog posts.” Reasonable answer — blog posts take time and involve writing, which AI is good at. But when he tracked his actual time for a week, he discovered that blog posts consumed about 3 hours per week. Meanwhile, he was spending 8 hours per week on email (triage, responses, follow-ups), 4 hours on assembling weekly reports from data his team sent him, and 3 hours on scheduling meetings. The blog posts were the most visible time sink. The email, reporting, and scheduling were the biggest actual time sinks — and all three were far easier to automate.



The Four Categories of Work

Not all tasks are created equal when it comes to automation potential. Every task you perform falls into one of four categories, and understanding these categories is the key to identifying high-value automation targets.

1. Repetitive Tasks

These are tasks you perform the same way, or nearly the same way, every time. Email triage. Status updates. Data entry. Weekly report formatting. Invoice processing. Calendar management. They follow a pattern, they don’t require much judgment, and they’re prime automation candidates.

The defining characteristic of a repetitive task is that you could write a set of rules for how to do it. If you can describe the task as “when X happens, do Y,” it’s repetitive. The more precisely you can define the rules, the easier the automation.

2. Semi-Repetitive Tasks

These tasks follow a general pattern but require some judgment or customization each time. Writing meeting summaries — the format is similar, but the content varies. Responding to customer inquiries — many questions are similar, but each needs a slightly different answer. Creating project updates — the structure is the same, but the details change.

Semi-repetitive tasks are excellent automation candidates, but they require a different approach. Instead of fully automating them, you’ll use AI to generate a first draft that you then review and refine. The automation doesn’t eliminate the task — it reduces it from 30 minutes to 5 minutes.

3. Creative Tasks

These are tasks that require original thinking, novel problem-solving, or strategic judgment. Developing a new product strategy. Writing a creative brief. Designing a system architecture. Coaching a struggling team member. These tasks draw on your expertise, judgment, and creativity in ways that current AI can assist with but not replace.

Creative tasks are generally not automation targets, though AI can serve as a brainstorming partner, research assistant, or first-draft generator. The key distinction: for creative tasks, you’re using AI as a tool you direct. For repetitive tasks, AI runs the process while you check the output.

4. Judgment-Requiring Tasks

These tasks require human judgment, empathy, relationship management, or ethical reasoning. Performance reviews. Client negotiations. Crisis management. Hiring decisions. These are the tasks that justify your salary and cannot — and should not — be delegated to an AI system.

Judgment-requiring tasks are not automation targets. But here’s the critical insight: every hour you free up by automating repetitive tasks is an hour you can invest in judgment-requiring work. The automation audit isn’t just about saving time — it’s about redirecting your time from work a machine could do to work that only you can do.

The Time Tracking Method

For the next three days, you’re going to track your time in a specific way. This isn’t a general time log — it’s structured to reveal automation opportunities.

Here’s how it works:


	Set a timer for 30-minute intervals. Every time your timer goes off, write down what you were doing for the last 30 minutes. Don’t try to log in real-time — it’s distracting and produces worse data. Just check in every half hour.


	Record three things for each interval:


	What you were doing (be specific — “email” is too vague, “responding to vendor inquiries about project timelines” is useful)

	How long it took (approximate is fine)

	Category: Repetitive, Semi-Repetitive, Creative, or Judgment-Requiring




	Use whatever tracking tool is easiest. A spreadsheet works. A notebook works. A note-taking app works. The best tool is the one you’ll actually use. Don’t spend 30 minutes setting up a fancy time-tracking system — that would defeat the purpose.


	Track for three full workdays. One day isn’t enough because your work varies by day. Three days gives you a representative sample without being so long that you lose motivation.


	Be brutally honest. If you spent 20 minutes scrolling LinkedIn between tasks, log it. If you spent 45 minutes in a meeting that should have been an email, log it. The audit only works if the data is real.





Here’s what a sample time log looks like:










	Time
	Task
	Duration
	Category





	8:00
	Email triage — sorting inbox, flagging urgent
	25 min
	Repetitive



	8:30
	Responding to 3 vendor emails about delivery dates
	20 min
	Semi-Repetitive



	9:00
	Team standup meeting
	15 min
	Judgment



	9:15
	Updating project tracker with standup notes
	15 min
	Repetitive



	9:30
	Drafting weekly status report
	35 min
	Semi-Repetitive



	10:00
	Reviewing analytics dashboard, noting trends
	20 min
	Semi-Repetitive



	10:30
	One-on-one with direct report
	30 min
	Judgment



	11:00
	Researching competitor’s new product launch
	25 min
	Semi-Repetitive



	11:30
	Writing proposal for client project
	40 min
	Creative



	12:00
	Lunch
	—
	—







Notice how the categories distribute. In this sample morning, about 40 minutes is purely repetitive, 80 minutes is semi-repetitive, 40 minutes is creative, and 45 minutes requires judgment. That’s not unusual — most knowledge workers find that 50 to 70 percent of their workday falls into the repetitive or semi-repetitive categories.

The Automation Value Matrix

After three days of tracking, you’ll have a detailed picture of how you spend your time. Now you need to evaluate which tasks are worth automating. Not everything that can be automated should be automated — at least not right away.

The Automation Value Matrix helps you prioritize by plotting each task along two dimensions:


	Time consumed (horizontal axis): How many hours per week does this task consume?

	Automation feasibility (vertical axis): How easy is this to automate with current tools?



This creates four quadrants:

Quick Wins (High feasibility, High time consumed): These are your top targets. Tasks that eat a lot of time and are straightforward to automate. Email triage, status report generation, data formatting, meeting scheduling. Start here.

Easy Extras (High feasibility, Low time consumed): Easy to automate but don’t consume much time. Worth automating eventually, but don’t prioritize them over Quick Wins. Calendar reminders, file organization, simple notifications.

Hard Hitters (Low feasibility, High time consumed): These consume a lot of time but are difficult to automate fully. Complex analysis, nuanced communication, creative writing. These are good candidates for AI assistance rather than full automation — semi-automation that reduces the task from an hour to 15 minutes.

Skip Zone (Low feasibility, Low time consumed): Don’t automate these. Low time impact and hard to automate. The effort isn’t worth the return.

Identifying Your Top 10 Automation Targets

With your time log and value matrix complete, you’re ready to identify your top 10 automation targets. These are the specific tasks that will form the basis of your 30-day automation program.

Here’s how to select them:


	Start with Quick Wins. Pull every task from your time log that lands in the Quick Wins quadrant. Rank them by time consumed (highest first).


	Add Semi-Automation Candidates. Look at your Hard Hitters and identify the ones where AI assistance (not full automation) could cut the time by 50% or more.


	Check for Clusters. Sometimes multiple small tasks are actually parts of the same workflow. “Sorting emails,” “drafting responses,” and “flagging follow-ups” are three tasks that are really one automation target: email management.


	Pick 10. You want exactly 10 targets — enough to create a meaningful automation system, not so many that you’ll feel overwhelmed. If you have more than 10 strong candidates, save the extras for after Day 30.


	Estimate Time Savings. For each target, estimate how many hours per week you’ll save. Be conservative — estimate 60-70% time reduction for repetitive tasks and 40-50% for semi-repetitive tasks. Add up the total. This is your automation dividend — the number of hours per week you’ll reclaim by the end of the program.





A typical top 10 list looks something like this:


	Email triage and initial responses (5 hrs/week → 1.5 hrs/week)

	Weekly status report compilation (2 hrs/week → 0.5 hrs/week)

	Meeting scheduling and calendar management (2 hrs/week → 0.5 hrs/week)

	Meeting notes and action item tracking (3 hrs/week → 1 hr/week)

	Data collection and formatting for monthly report (4 hrs/month → 1 hr/month)

	Social media content creation (3 hrs/week → 1 hr/week)

	Research summaries for client calls (2 hrs/week → 0.5 hrs/week)

	Customer FAQ responses (2 hrs/week → 0.5 hrs/week)

	Document formatting and proofreading (1.5 hrs/week → 0.5 hrs/week)

	Project update emails to stakeholders (1.5 hrs/week → 0.5 hrs/week)



Estimated automation dividend: 14.5 hours per week saved



That’s almost two full workdays. And this is a conservative estimate. In practice, most people who complete this program find their actual time savings exceed their initial estimates because they discover additional automation opportunities along the way.

What Your Audit Will Reveal

After three days of honest tracking, most people discover three things that surprise them:

First, they spend far more time on email than they realized. Email is the single largest time sink for most knowledge workers, consuming 25 to 35 percent of the workday. It’s also one of the easiest things to partially automate.

Second, reporting and status updates consume a shocking amount of time. The weekly report, the project update, the team digest, the client summary — individually, each one seems small. Collectively, they can consume 5 to 8 hours per week. And most of them follow predictable patterns that are ideal for automation.

Third, context switching is a hidden tax. Every time you switch between tasks, you lose 10 to 15 minutes of productivity getting back into flow. Automation doesn’t just save the time of the automated task — it reduces context switching by eliminating interruptions.

The audit isn’t glamorous. It won’t make for an exciting LinkedIn post. But it’s the single most valuable thing you’ll do in this entire program, because everything that follows is built on the foundation of knowing exactly where your time goes and exactly where automation will deliver the highest return.

Try This: Days 1-3

Day 1: Set Up Your Tracker


	Choose your tracking tool (spreadsheet, notebook, or app)

	Set up 30-minute timer intervals for your workday

	Create columns: Time, Task Description, Duration, Category (Repetitive/Semi-Repetitive/Creative/Judgment)

	Track your entire workday, logging at each 30-minute check-in

	At end of day, review and verify your entries are specific enough



Day 2: Continue Tracking


	Track your full second day using the same method

	Pay special attention to tasks you “didn’t notice” on Day 1 — the small, frequent tasks that slip under the radar

	Note any patterns emerging: tasks that cluster at certain times, tasks that trigger other tasks



Day 3: Track and Analyze


	Complete your third day of tracking

	Calculate total time per category across all three days:

	Total Repetitive hours: ___

	Total Semi-Repetitive hours: ___

	Total Creative hours: ___

	Total Judgment hours: ___




	Create your Automation Value Matrix — plot your repetitive and semi-repetitive tasks by time consumed and automation feasibility

	Identify your top 10 automation targets

	Calculate your estimated automation dividend (hours per week you expect to save)



Deliverable: A prioritized list of 10 automation targets with estimated time savings for each. This list drives the rest of the program.



Chapter 2: Identifying High-Value Targets

You’ve spent three days watching yourself work. You have a time log, a categorized list of tasks, and a rough idea of where your time goes. Now it’s time to get specific about what to automate — and more importantly, what to automate first.

The order matters more than most people realize. Automating the wrong thing first doesn’t just waste time on that automation — it poisons the well. You invest effort, get mediocre results, and conclude that “this automation stuff doesn’t really work.” Then you go back to doing everything manually, and the entire 30-day program dies on Day 5.

So Days 4 and 5 are about strategy. You’re going to take your raw audit data and turn it into a precise, sequenced automation plan. You’ll learn the characteristics of ideal automation targets, understand why “good enough” automation beats no automation, and build a 30-day roadmap that puts the highest-impact, highest-confidence automations first.

This is the boring-but-critical planning chapter. The payoff starts in Chapter 3 when you build your first automation. But if you sequence your plan correctly here, every automation you build for the rest of the month will reinforce the last one.

The Anatomy of a Perfect Automation Target

Not all repetitive tasks are equally good automation candidates. The best targets share five characteristics:

1. High Frequency

A task you do once a quarter isn’t worth automating, even if it takes two hours each time. A task you do daily that takes 15 minutes is absolutely worth automating — that’s over 60 hours a year.

Frequency is the multiplier that turns small time savings into large ones. A 10-minute daily savings is worth more than a 2-hour quarterly savings. Always prioritize frequency over size.

2. Rule-Based Behavior

The task follows a predictable pattern that you can describe as rules. “If the email is from a vendor, check if it mentions a deadline, and if so, add it to the project tracker.” “Take the numbers from these three spreadsheets and combine them into this template.” “Read this article and summarize the key points in three bullet points.”

If you can describe what you do as a series of if-then-else decisions, it’s rule-based. If every instance requires you to “just know” the right answer based on experience and context that’s hard to articulate, it’s judgment-based and not a good first automation target.

3. Tolerance for Imperfection

This is the one most people miss. Some tasks require 100% accuracy — financial reconciliation, legal document review, medical decisions. These are terrible first automation targets because any error creates a problem bigger than the time saved.

The best first automations are tasks where “pretty good” is good enough. An AI-drafted email response that captures 90% of what you’d write and needs a quick review? Perfect. An AI-sorted inbox that correctly categorizes 85% of messages? Excellent — you’d review it anyway.

Start with tasks where the cost of a mistake is low and the cost of manual correction is also low. You can graduate to higher-stakes automations once you’ve built confidence in your tools and processes.

4. Clear Inputs and Outputs

Good automation targets have well-defined inputs (what goes in) and outputs (what comes out). An email comes in, a sorted/flagged/drafted response goes out. A spreadsheet of raw data comes in, a formatted report comes out. A meeting transcript comes in, a summary with action items comes out.

If you struggle to define exactly what goes in and what should come out, the task probably involves more judgment than it seems. That doesn’t mean it can’t be automated — it just means it’s a harder automation that should come later in the program.

5. Low Switching Cost

The ideal first automation replaces a tool or process you can easily go back to if the automation breaks. If your email triage automation fails, you can sort emails manually for a day. No big deal. If your automated financial reporting breaks and you’ve already shut down the manual process, that’s a crisis.

For your first automations, choose tasks where you can run the old and new processes in parallel for a week or two before committing fully.


Let’s score a few common tasks against these criteria:

Email triage and initial responses - Frequency: Daily (5/5) - Rule-based: Mostly — sorting, flagging, draft responses follow patterns (4/5) - Tolerance for imperfection: High — you review before sending (5/5) - Clear inputs/outputs: Email in, sorted/flagged/drafted response out (5/5) - Low switching cost: Can always sort manually (5/5) - Total: 24/25 — Excellent first target

Financial reconciliation - Frequency: Monthly (2/5) - Rule-based: Yes, highly structured (5/5) - Tolerance for imperfection: Very low — errors create real problems (1/5) - Clear inputs/outputs: Well-defined (5/5) - Low switching cost: Would need manual backup ready (3/5) - Total: 16/25 — Automate later, not first

Strategy development for quarterly planning - Frequency: Quarterly (1/5) - Rule-based: No — highly judgment-dependent (1/5) - Tolerance for imperfection: Low (2/5) - Clear inputs/outputs: Vague (2/5) - Low switching cost: N/A (3/5) - Total: 9/25 — Not an automation target



The “Good Enough” Threshold

Here’s a truth that productivity perfectionists don’t want to hear: 80% automation is infinitely better than 0% automation. And trying to reach 100% automation is usually what kills the automation project entirely.

Consider email triage. A perfect automation would read every email, understand its context perfectly, categorize it correctly every time, and draft a flawless response that sounds exactly like you wrote it. That level of perfection is technically possible for some emails, but achieving it for all emails would require weeks of training and customization.

An 80% automation would correctly sort and categorize most emails, draft reasonable responses to routine ones, and flag unusual ones for your attention. You’d still need to review the drafts and handle the flagged items manually. But this 80% solution saves you 60-70% of your email time, and you can build it in a single afternoon.

The math is clear: if email consumes 10 hours per week, an 80% automation saving 70% of that time gives you back 7 hours per week. Waiting another month to build a 95% automation that saves 85% of your time gets you 8.5 hours per week — but you’ve already lost 28 hours waiting for the perfect solution.

The “good enough” principle applies everywhere in this program:


	Your meeting summary automation won’t capture every nuance. It will capture the key decisions, action items, and discussion points. That’s enough.

	Your document automation won’t produce publication-ready prose. It will produce a solid first draft that needs 5 minutes of editing. That’s enough.

	Your data pipeline won’t handle every edge case. It will handle the 80% of cases that follow the normal pattern and flag the exceptions. That’s enough.



Good enough, deployed today, beats perfect, deployed never. This is the single most important mindset shift in the entire program.

Prioritizing by Impact: The Sequencing Strategy

You have your top 10 automation targets from Chapter 1. Now you need to decide which order to tackle them in. The sequencing matters because early wins build momentum and later automations can build on earlier ones.

Here’s the sequencing framework:

Week 1 (Days 1-5): Audit and Plan — That’s what you’re finishing right now.

Week 2 (Days 6-14): The Big Three — Your three highest-impact, highest-confidence automation targets. For most people, these will be email, documents, and data/reporting. We’ll cover each of these in detail in Chapters 3-5.

Week 3 (Days 15-20): The Next Wave — Four more automations that build on what you’ve already set up. Meetings, research, communication, and scheduling. Chapters 6-8.

Week 4 (Days 21-30): System and Scale — Integration, measurement, and expansion. This is where individual automations become a connected system. Chapters 9-12.

Why this order? Three reasons:

1. Confidence builds from visible wins. Email automation produces results you see every single day. Within 48 hours of setting it up, you’ll feel the time savings. That confidence carries you through the harder automations later.

2. Each week’s automations inform the next. Your email automation generates data (what you’re responding to, what you’re delegating, what patterns emerge) that helps you design better document and data automations in Week 2. Your Week 2 automations produce outputs that become inputs for your Week 3 automations. The sequence isn’t arbitrary — it’s designed so that each automation makes the next one easier to build.

3. System integration happens naturally. By the time you reach Week 4, you have 7 individual automations running. The integration chapter isn’t about starting from scratch — it’s about connecting things that already exist. This is vastly easier and more rewarding than trying to design an integrated system from the





	

	

	Week 2 (Days 6-14): Top 3 targets

	Week 3 (Days 15-20): Next 4 targets

	Week 4 (Days 21-30): Integration + remaining targets




	

	Day 1: Design the automation (define inputs, outputs, rules, and tool)

	Day 2: Build and test the automation

	Day 3: Refine based on real-world results (if needed)




	

	


























	Total hours spent on repetitive tasks per week: ___

	Total hours spent on semi-repetitive tasks per week: ___

	Combined automation-eligible hours per week: ___

	Your estimated automation dividend (from your top 10 list): ___








	Take your top 10 automation targets from Chapter 1

	Score each one against the five characteristics: Frequency (1-5), Rule-Based (1-5), Tolerance for Imperfection (1-5), Clear Inputs/Outputs (1-5), Low Switching Cost (1-5)

	Rank by total score (highest first)

	Identify your top 3 “Quick Wins” — these become your Week 2 targets

	Assign remaining targets to Week 3 and Week 4





	Map each automation target to specific days using the template above

	For each target, define: Input, Output, Tool you’ll try, and Success metric

	Set your baseline measurements (hours per week on repetitive + semi-repetitive tasks)

	Review your roadmap — does the sequence make sense? Are Week 2 targets truly the highest impact?

	Share your roadmap with an accountability partner (optional but effective)






