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Yoyuu

The Psychology 
of List Making

This Japanese word helps  
convey the idea of feeling ready 
for whatever the world might 
throw at you next.

Why do we feel the need to 
make a list for every occasion, 
from grocery items to plans for 
world domination? 
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type: Abstract noun
language: Japanese
pronunciation: “yoh-yoo”
etymology: a combination of yo (additional, extra) and yuu (ample, abundance)
meaning: Yoyuu is the presence of a momentary pause that allows us to recharge and 
prepare for life’s next event, whether it’s a business meeting or brunch with a friend. It’s 
an imagined space you take for yourself to arrange mental (or physical) clutter, allowing 
yourself to be poised and ready to accommodate the other necessities of the day. Yoyuu 
conveys the accompanying feeling of calmness when you’re mentally prepared for challenge 
and change.
use: In noun form, it represents a balancing act where external actions are guided by  
internal stability. A person or business may be described with admiration to have an air  
of yoyuu about them. As an adjective, yoyuu describes the clarity and confidence breathed 
into its subject’s foundation, such as yoyuu time, yoyuu conversations or a yoyuu space.

Lists keep our daily affairs in order, but 
they can also be distilleries of our deeper 
intentions. Regardless of their contents, 
they say a lot more about us than simply 
what we need to get done: They portray 
our expectations, self-criticisms and anx-
ieties. In pursuit of moral perfection,  
Benjamin Franklin once drafted a list of 
what he deemed the necessary virtues in 
life. But not all innovative people have been 
as lofty as Ben when it comes to list mak-
ing: The Finnish architect Eero Saarinen’s 
to-do list included changing the lightbulb; 
elsewhere he listed the characteristics of 
his wife that he found most favorable.  
Eccentric and banal lists alike testify to our 
desire to cultivate order out of the messy 
shards of the everyday, and there is much to 
be gained from transmuting our goals into 
brief notes on a piece of paper.

Psychologists have found that we’re 
hard-wired to function better when we 
have a plan. In 1927, Russian psychologist 
Bluma Zeigarnik found that people recall 
unfinished tasks more accurately than fin-
ished ones. Psychologists R.F. Baumeister 
and E.J. Masicampo have since updated 
the so-called Zeigarnik effect when they 
discovered that people also perform better 
at one task once they’ve created a concrete 
plan for completing their other uncom-
pleted tasks. Using this logic, it means 
you’ll more keenly tackle writing your staff 
newsletter if you’ve already created a plan 

to categorize last week’s emails afterward. 
By allotting yourself time to complete 
each task on your list, you’ll engage more  
presently with what’s at hand because you 
know the next activity will be given its own 
time in due course.

But sometimes even the most articulate 
and carefully crafted to-do lists can’t save 
us from procrastination or from the temp-
tation to whip up a batch of scones instead 
of paying our gas bill. On some days, you 
just want to accept defeat from your over-
whelming list of unaccomplished chores, 
responsibilities and life goals. 

Fortunately you can dispel anxiety 
over the unfinished entries of today’s list by 
condensing your unfinished list for tomor-
row. To-do lists often work best when they 
value quality over quantity—Henry David  
Thoreau advised us to keep our accounts on 
our thumbnail, the shorter the better. The 
visceral act of checking a box can provide 
an addictive sense of satisfaction, but the 
best to-do lists should only contain essen-
tial tasks rather than fodder that makes us 
feel accomplished and ultimately distracted 
from our goals.

For everything else, we can forgive our-
selves for allowing the dynamism of life to 
take us off course. Besides, if accomplishing 
everything requires us to sacrifice a mean-
ingful engagement with our activities,  
perhaps it would be better to drop what 
we’re doing and make those scones after all.


