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When: The Scientific Secrets of Perfect
Timing

by Daniel H. Pink

What to do matters, but when to do it matters too. Pink collects the

science of perfect timing.

BEST POINTS FROM THE BOOK

Your day runs in three acts: a peak, a trough, and a rebound.

Across cultures and professions, mood and focus rise in the morning, crash in the afternoon, and

recover in the early evening. Night owls run roughly the same pattern in reverse.

01

Know your bird: lark, owl, or third bird.

Your chronotype is set by the midpoint between when you fall asleep and when you wake on free

days. Roughly two in three people are third birds, in between the early larks and the late owls.

02

Match the task to the time: it is called the synchrony effect.

Sharp, analytic work belongs in your peak, dull admin in your trough, and loose insight work in your

rebound. Pink's warning: never let mundane tasks creep into your peak.

03

The afternoon trough is genuinely dangerous.

The studies Pink collects show errors clustering in the trough: anesthesia problems multiply later in

the day, and afternoon earnings calls turn more negative. Push hard decisions to the morning, or

guard them with checklists and vigilance breaks.

04

Breaks are a performance tool, and lunch is the most important one.

Restorative breaks are short, frequent, and fully detached - moving beats sitting, social beats solo,

outside beats inside. One study of top performers found a rhythm of 52 minutes of work, then 17

minutes of rest.

05

For a nap, take a nappuccino.

Drink coffee, then nap for 10 to 20 minutes - no longer, or you wake up groggy. You surface just as

the caffeine kicks in, around 25 minutes after drinking, getting the boost of both.

06

Beginnings are leverage points. Use temporal landmarks to start.

New years, Mondays, birthdays, and new semesters act as fresh-start landmarks that separate your

past self from your future one. Beginnings linger, too: graduating into a recession dents earnings for

years. Start right, start again, or start together.
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THE BOOK, IN SHORT

Daniel Pink argues that timing is not an art or luck - it is a science. He calls When a 'when-to' book,

built from research in psychology, biology, and economics. It opens with the sinking of the Lusitania,

whose captain made fateful decisions in the mid-afternoon, and asks why so many of our worst calls

land in the same hours. Every chapter closes with a 'Time Hacker's Handbook' of practical

exercises.

Part One, The Day, reveals the hidden pattern underneath ordinary days: a peak, a trough, and a

rebound, timed by your chronotype - lark, owl, or third bird. The payoff is the synchrony effect:

analytic work in the peak, administrative work in the trough, insight work in the rebound. The

afternoon trough is where performance goes to die, so Pink devotes a chapter to defenses - proper

breaks, a real lunch, vigilance breaks before high-stakes work, and the 20-minute nappuccino.

Part Two zooms out to beginnings, midpoints, and endings. Temporal landmarks - a new year, a

birthday, a Monday - trigger fresh-start motivation, while bad beginnings like graduating into a

recession cast long shadows. Midpoints are a fork: they breed slumps, or they fire the uh-oh effect

that revives a team at halftime. Endings are the most powerful of all: they explain 9-enders running

Midpoints either slump you or spark you - choose the spark.

Pink calls it the uh-oh effect: at the halfway point a mental siren says half the time is gone. His

counters: name the midpoint, use it to wake up instead of roll over, and picture yourself slightly

behind - teams trailing by a point at halftime win more often than teams leading by one.

08

Approaching endings make people chase meaning - ask any 9-ender.

Researchers Adam Alter and Hal Hershfield found that people aged 29, 39, 49, and 59 are wildly

overrepresented among first-time marathoners - and also among people having affairs. The end of a

decade rattles us into asking what our lives are for.

09

We judge experiences by their peak and their end, not their average.

Kahneman's peak-end rule: a longer colonoscopy with a gentler finish is remembered as better than

a shorter, sharper one. So engineer the ending - and if you have mixed news, deliver the bad news

first and the good news last.

10

The best endings are not purely happy. They are poignant.

Endings help us energize, encode, edit, and elevate. As time feels short we prune what is

nonessential, and a touch of sadness mixed into a happy ending - think of a Pixar finale - adds the

meaning pure cheer cannot.

11

Groups need their own timing: a boss, a tribe, and a heart.

Pink says teams sync on three levels - to an external pace-setter who sets the tempo, to the group

through shared codes and belonging, and to the heart through activities like singing or rowing

together. Groups that sync well feel better and do more good.

12
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their first marathons at 29, 39, and 49, the peak-end rule that governs memory, and why the endings

we love most are poignant rather than simply happy.

Part Three covers timing with others and across a life. Groups synchronize to a boss, a tribe, and a

heart, and syncing makes people feel better and behave better. Pink closes by arguing against the

advice to simply 'live in the present': a meaningful life integrates past, present, and future, and even

nostalgia - bittersweet but mostly positive - does real work for us. His final line of belief: 'I used to

believe that timing was everything. Now I believe that everything is timing.'

DO THIS WEEK

This week, run Pink's timing audit on yourself. First find your chronotype: take the midpoint between

your usual bedtime and wake time on days with no alarm - before about 3 a.m. you are a lark, after

about 5:30 a.m. an owl, otherwise a third bird. Then rebuild one workday around it: your hardest

analytic task in your peak, email and admin parked in the trough, and one creative task in the

rebound. Schedule two real breaks - a short walk outside, ideally with someone - and if you nap,

make it a nappuccino: coffee, then 20 minutes, no more.

By Daniel H. Pink, first published 2018 by Riverhead Books. Read it if your days feel off

rhythm and you want research-backed ways to time work, rest, and big starts.
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