
How to Create and
Use  a Tickler File



We all work differently.
 
This becomes a challenge when trying to determine the best
system for time management and organization. If you are working
in a position that is impacted by many deadlines, sending
communication via written letters or continuous follow-up tasks, it
can become very difficult to maintain a system to prevent things
from ‘falling through the cracks.’ Some people work well with a
digital reminder system, such as task list on their calendar
software, or applications that will cross platforms to allow
accessibility at all times. However, that may not work for everyone. 
 
I found that many times there were pieces of paper
correspondence that I needed to deal with, which would require
me to store the piece of paper until the time that I could complete
the task. I learned (the hard way) that I needed a physical follow
up system that would also serve to store the information I needed
to follow up on. So, I implemented an old stand-by: the tickler file.
 
Setting up a tickler file is easy to do, and the system is easy to
follow. Simply put, a tickler file is a rotating system of file folders;
I have found hanging files work best. There is also a desktop
version available from Pendaflex, however, the system will work a
little differently.
 
Following these instructions will get you set up and on the way to
using an effective time and task management tool for maximum
productivity!
 
 



To set up your tickler file
 

You will need 43 hanging folders with label
tabs.

 
Create a tab for each month, and a set 1-31.

 
Attach these to the folders. I recommend all
the month tabs be attached to the far left, and
the numbers in a single row an inch or two
over, rather than staggered left to right. This
will make finding the date you are looking for
much more efficient.

 
The months are in the back of the file, and the
days at the front.

 
Use a file drawer or a small hanging file box
for your tickler file – just make sure it is
convenient to where you work.

 
The folders at the front of the file drawer are
the current date through 31. This is followed by
the folder for the following month, then folders
1 through yesterday. Lastly, you will have the
month folders for the remaining of the current
year followed by January and after for the
next year. 

 
See the schematic for clarity. In my example,
the current date is July 19.

 



Using a tickler file
 
First thing every day, you will pull the folder for today’s date and work on
the tasks that are in that folder and immediately rotate it to the back of
the date folders. 
 
Some of the tasks may be moot or completed already, so you can throw
away or file the document accordingly.
 
As you accumulate tasks throughout the day, file them immediately. If a
task is due in a later month, file it the appropriate folder.
 
On the last day of the current month, the next month folder has rotated
to the front of the drawer. If there are tasks to be completed, assign
them to the appropriate date, then move the now empty month folder to
the very back of the file drawer for next year.
 
Tips for your tickler file
 
Keep a small stack of scrap paper near or in your desk for jotting notes
for tasks that need to be tickled. For instance, if you need to return a
phone call in two weeks, write it down on scrap paper, file it in the
appropriate day and move on with your focus for today.
 
Be disciplined about completing the tasks that are in your daily folder.
Resist the urge to simply file them to the next day.
 
Be aware of dates that fall when you are not in the office. If you are
closed on the weekends, on Friday morning, you need to pull the folders
for Saturday and Sunday and add them to your task list for today or
move them to the following week.



Bonus: 
 
To further improve your productivity, at the end of each day, prepare your
‘To-Done’ list for the following day. This will mean pulling tomorrow’s folder
from the tickler at the end of today and prioritizing your tasks.
 
Tickler files have been around for many years and are still promoted as
effective time management systems by time management experts. A digital
system of folders can be set up in much the same manner and some apps
can come close to its efficiency. However, if significant paper still passes
through your office, the physical tickler file I have explained can be just the
thing you need to stay organized on a day to day basis.
 
Happy tickling!!
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