
Controlling the
Endless Flow of Paper

Ways to Avoid Drowning in the Sea of Paper

by Donald A. Wellman

B usiness moves on paper. In
baskets, slots and trays, every-
where, paperwork moves in or

out, or sits and waits for something to
be done with it.

Almost everyone with a desk has an
IN basket and an OUT basket. But
what happens to all the papers between
the times when they arrive and the
times when they leave? Some managers
are not sure. So as to know w h a t
paperwork must be done, where the
papers are located at any moment, and
how the work has progressed, the
system of five tier stack trays is sug-
gested as a means of control.

Label the work trays so that they
can be read from either end—the end
facing you, and the end facing
whoever comes to your office to add
to or subtract from your desk trays.
Here is a list of each tray’s function,
followed by a suggested manner of
labeling.
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Distribute and/or File DISTRIB/FILE
Immediate Action IMMED. ACT.
Hold Action HOLD
Discuss DISCUSS
Incoming/To Read IN/READ

Some managers will think it logical
to have the IN tray at the top level.
The problem with this is that the in-
coming pile will frequently grow too
high, and the papers will spill onto the
floor. It is better for the papers and
your disposition when the incoming
tray is at the bottom of the stack. With
a ceiling over it, the bottom slot can-
not become a mountain of incoming
work; papers will just spill onto the
desk. This will prompt a manager to
take action, without having to bend
over. From the bottom slot all the
paper work will bubble upward and
eventually out. Every employee who
has reason to bring paperwork to your
desk should be instructed to place the
papers in the bottom tray, as marked.

Never work the
bottom slot . . .

When you are ready to dig into the
IN/READ tray, take out each paper
and read it—memo, letter, invoice,
statement, report, record, whatever—
then determine where it should be
filed in the stack trays. Here are some
examples.

1. A telephone message was noted
and forwarded to your desk while you
were away from the office. You are
told to telephone a senior officer to the
organization, immediately. Do not
reach for the telephone. Place the note
where it should go—up in the slot
marked IMMEDIATE ACTION.

2. A letter requests some informa-
tion. You don’t have all the facts, so
you cannot answer until you have
talked with the manager of another
department, who won’t be back until



tomorrow afternoon. Which slot?
Right. The one marked DISCUSS.

3. There is a personal record that
has already been acted upon, and has
been routed back through you. There
is nothing more to do except see that
it goes where it belongs. Toss the
personnel record into the top slot—
DISTRIBUTE/FILE.

4. Information comes in for you to
read, initial, and pass on to the next
person on the attached list. Watch it!
Is there anything you are supposed to
do with the information—post a notice
somewhere, hold a meeting with your
employees? Do you need to discuss the
information with anyone else? Or ask
questions about it? It could be some-
thing to discuss, hold, act upon,
distribute or file. The message itself
and practice will teach you to make the
correct choice, quickly.

5. An invoice comes in. You know
that a statement will soon follow. The
accounting department demands that
the requisition copy, the invoice, and
the statement be forwarded together.
You reach for the HOLD ACTION

tray. The requisition order is there.
You clip the two papers together and
place them back into HOLD, to await
the statement.

6. There is a publication in the tray.
It has a couple of articles you want to
read. If you are going to read the
magazine at work, leave it where it is,
under IN/READ. If you want to take
it home, put it in the top slot—
DISTRIBUTE/FILE.

The bottom IN tray is now empty.
It has taken only two or three minutes
to read over all the papers and slot
them. Now you are ready to tackle the
work. The logical place to start is with
IMMEDIATE ACTION. Now you
can make that important phone call,
then you can perform any other tasks
that demand your immediate atten-
tion. All items in IMMEDIATE AC-
TION may not be completed, daily.
But the system will continue to remind
you what you have not done.

Check the other trays in turn. As the
day goes on, some items of business
may be completed, others may be
moved to different slots.

For instance, you may get the infor-
mation you needed from the manager
in another department. But now your
boss says to hold it until the end of the
month, when the new catalog comes
out. The catalog can be included with
your return letter. So the request for
information, plus the reply from the
other manager, has come out of the
DISCUSS tray and now goes into
HOLD. The original correspondence,
the other manager’s input and the
boss’ instructions to include the new
catalog should be clipped together.

Finally, the catalog comes to your
desk. It and the items on hold now
become IMMEDIATE ACTION. It’s
time to write that letter and send the
information without further delay.

The statement you have been ex-
pecting arrives in the mail. You match
it with the requisition and the invoice
that have been sitting patiently under
HOLD ACTION. With your initialed
approval, the three papers go directly
into DISTRIBUTE/FILE.

At the end of your working day, two
trays will be empty. Everything in the
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“Many managers have learned . . . that important papers left lying tend to
blow away overnight.”

top tray should have been mailed,
distributed to other people in the
organization, or filed. There should be
nothing in the bottom tray, except
perhaps the magazine which you have
not had time to read. The other trays,
even IMMEDIATE ACTION, will
most likely have some remaining
business to attend to. But you can go
home without worry or concern.
Tomorrow, those pieces of unfinished
business will be right where you left
them.

Never leave unfinished work on
your desk, if it can be avoided. Many
managers have learned, much to their
embarrassment and inconvenience,

that important papers left lying on
desk tops tend to blow away overnight.
Papers placed where they should be are
seldom bothered by curious hands and
strange winds.

In the morning you will sit at your
desk and soon know what kind of day
you are going to have. Until the mail
arrives, and people begin bringing
paperwork to your desk, the top and
bottom slots—IN/READ and DIS-
TRIBUTE/FILE—remain empty. But
you have other trays to look into.

Begin with IMMEDIATE AC-
TION, then HOLD ACTION, then
DISCUSS. You may find that there is
nothing urgent in the first two, but the

DISCUSS tray appears to be loaded.
This, then, may be the day for you to
schedule short meetings, to whittle
down the pile of items that need to be
discussed and resolved.

Perhaps you will see that under
HOLD ACTION there is a paper, an
invoice for instance, that you have
been holding for a long time-too
long. Your immediate action may be
to place a phone call or write a letter
to the supplier, to inquire as to why
you have not yet received a statement.
On the invoice, jot down the date and
the action taken. Return it to its proper
place—HOLD—until you eventually
have reason to move it out.

Throughout the day, mail and other
paperwork will be shoved into your
IN/READ tray. This wil l  occur
whether you are at your desk or not.
When it is convenient, repeat the proc-
ess of assigning papers to their proper
slots.

Design Your Own Tower
of Control . . .

Innovate if you want a tower that
will work better for you. It’s not the
organization’s system you’re fooling
around with; it’s your own.

One manager said that there were
not enough subjects to discuss or hold,
to warrant two trays. Both are nearly
alike in their functions. So this
manager eliminated the DISCUSS slot
and now has a four level control tower.

Another manager swapped the
DISCUSS slot for one called WORK
IN PROGRESS.

Before leaving the office, this
manager grabs anything being worked
on and shoves it into this newly created
slot. IMMEDIATE ACTION remains
for immediate work to be done later.

And still another manager elimi-
nated the DISCUSS slot so as to have
more space for things TO READ.

All forms of reasoning aside, what
ever system works for you is the cor-
rect one. Then, no matter how much
paperwork flies through your office,
your control tower will keep you in
control.
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