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This paper reports the results of a survey that investigated the practice and experience of task manage-
ment of university students. A total of 202 tasks identified by 24 university students were analyzed. The
results suggest that participants had a reasonable sense of priority of tasks, that they tend to perceive a task
as a big chunk, not a series of small chunks, that estimated time can be a good indicator of task comple-
tion, that time management and loss of coordination are the major factors for uncompleted or non-started
tasks, and finally that their notion of task grouping was dominated by task themes or topics.
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1. Introduction

It is common for us to be involved in multiple tasks in our daily life, and task
management is a key issue to maximize the productivity and sustainability of our
work. Task management has been studied in several domains. For example, Czer-
winski et al. [4] investigated the practice of task switching and intervention using a
diary-based approach, and reported how task productivity can be degraded by several
forms of intervention that prevent people from performing the task that they ought
to be doing. Levy et al. [7], on the other hand, examined the effect of meditation on
task management and performance. Coviello et al. [3] proposed a formal model of
product function where multiple tasks are involved within a given resource. In in-
formation seeking and retrieval, Lin and Belkin [8] proposed taxonomy of tasks in
the context of information seeking. Agichtein et al. [1] examined how search tasks
were interrupted and resumed. On the other hand, multitasking has been studied in
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the context of the Web as well as libraries [10,11]. However, limited attention was
paid to the progress or performance of multiple tasks.

It is evident that task management is a crucial aspect for professionals when han-
dling multiple tasks. For example, Bellotti et al. [2] investigated seven professionals
for their task management behavior and tools used, and identified several task man-
agement tactics. They also proposed a design of ‘to-do’ lists based on their findings.
However, a recent study shows that task management can be an important skill for
those in higher education, such as university students. For example, Junco and Cot-
ton [6] investigated the effect of instant messenger (IM) use on students’ academic
performance, and observed a negative effect of IM on performance. Furthermore,
O’Brien and Toms [9] found that multitasking could degrade the level of engage-
ment with tasks. These findings suggest that improving task management skills is
just as important for students as it is for professionals.

Given that researchers, practitioners, and educators in Library and Information
Science (LIS) have been striving to organize and deliver a range of resources
recorded in various formats, the authors believe that there is scope in LIS services to
support people in organizing and executing their tasks according to a plan. In partic-
ular, university libraries have been among the most important spaces for students to
perform various learning processes. However, we have limited understanding of the
practice and experience of students’ task management in higher education. One ex-
ception is Haraty et al. [5] who conducted semi-structured interviews to investigate
how faculty and students manage tasks. Their study suggests that there are different
styles in task management and how tools are used. However, their study did not look
in detail at the effect of individual styles on task progress.

Based on such observations, this study aims to gain an insight into the practice and
experience of task management by university students and explore potential ways to
support them. More specifically, our survey investigated the following aspects of task
management in higher education.

– What do university students perceive as a task?
– To what extent do university students perform the perceived tasks?
– To what extent are university students aware of the time needed for tasks?
– To what extent do university students prioritize tasks?
– How do university students group tasks?

It should be emphasized that this survey did not look at the performance of indi-
vidual tasks. In other words, although we analyzed whether or not a task had been
completed, investigating whether or not such a task was successful was beyond the
scope of this study.

The rest of the paper consists of the following: Section 2 describes the survey de-
signed to answer the research questions given above; Section 3 presents the results of
data analysis; Section 4 summarizes the major findings of the survey and discusses
their implications for the design of task management support. Finally, Section 5 con-
cludes the paper with future work. AU
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Fig. 1. Daily practice of task management.

2. Methodology

This section describes the method used to survey the practice and experience of
task management by university students in this study.

2.1. Terminology and scope

Although the term “task management” is used throughout this paper, we used the
term “to-do list” with the following description in the survey to ensure that partici-
pants understood the aim and scope of the study.

A to-do list is a list of things that a person needs to complete by a certain date.
It does not only include work-related tasks; any tasks can be considered, such as
hobbies, shopping, social activities, and so on.

2.2. Short survey of needs

Before investigating the perception and practice of university students’ task man-
agement, we performed a short survey of the needs of task management. A question-
naire which asked two questions about their current task management practice was
distributed to a class of third-year students of Library and Information Science at our
institution. As a result, we had 85 valid responses from the students in the class.

The first question (see Fig. 1) asked about their experience of task management,
and 17.6% answered that they do task management on a daily basis, while 56.5%
answered that they do it in on a need-to-do basis, and 25.9% answered either thatAU
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Fig. 2. Need to improve task management skills.

they used to do it, but do not do it anymore, or that they have never done task man-
agement. The second question (see Fig. 2) asked about their perception of the need to
improve their task management skills. Participants were asked to indicate their level
of agreement to the following statement “I need to improve my task management
skills”. To this, 38.8% answered “strongly agree”, 38.8% answered “agree”, 11.8%
answered “either” (i.e., neutral), and 10.6% answered either “disagree” or “strongly
disagree”.

The findings of this short survey reinforced the need to understand the task man-
agement skills of university students and support our motivation to look into these
issues in this paper. The next sections will describe our investigation to clarify their
perceptions and practice of task management in more detail. Note that the partici-
pants in the short survey and the main survey were different.

2.3. Survey forms

The survey forms devised for this study consisted of two parts. Participants were
asked to fill in the first part of the form when they participated in the study (called
“first week” in the paper), and one week later, they were asked to fill in another
questionnaire (called “second week” in the paper).

2.3.1. First week
The first week of the survey had two pages. The first page asked for participants’

demographic information and previous experience of task management. This pageAU
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ID Task Estimated
Time

Priority

1 Write the section of Experiment I

L/M/HM03H1stfigsamtsirhCyuB2

…3

10 H 0 M H / M / L 

Fig. 3. Form to describe perceived tasks.

emiTlautcAsutatsssergorPDI

Completed, uncompleted, not started    H      M 

Completed, uncompleted, not started    H      M 

…3

1

2

Fig. 4. Form to report the progress of tasks and actual time taken.

also explained what we meant by a task and task management as discussed in Sec-
tion 2.1. Apart from the explanation of tasks, we also explicitly asked participants to
write down only those parts of a task that needed to be done within the next week,
even if those tasks might be part of continuous tasks.

The second page asked participants to think of and write down all tasks that
needed to be done within the following week. We also asked them to estimate the
time needed to complete individual tasks and their priority level (High, Medium, and
Low). The sample form of the task list is shown in Fig. 3.

2.3.2. Second week
Participants were asked to come back a week later and report the progress of each

of the tasks they had identified in the first week. If any of those tasks had not pro-
gressed as planned in the first week they were asked to describe the reasons why.
More specifically, we asked them to indicate the following aspects of their task man-
agement experience.

1. Progress and actual time taken for individual tasks
2. Reasons for those tasks that were not completed
3. How tasks were grouped
4. Any opinions about their task management practice and experience
5. Any feedback on the survey
The sample form used in the second week is shown in Fig. 4. Three categories

of progress status were defined as completed, uncompleted, and not started. A com-
pleted task was any task that was completed within the last week as planned. AnAU
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uncompleted task was any task that was started but not completed as planned. A not
started task was any task that had not even been started. When participants marked
a task either completed or uncompleted, they were asked to indicate the amount of
time spent on the task. Participants filled in the second week’s survey while looking
at their first week’s survey.

After evaluating all tasks, participants were asked to categorize the tasks into
groups. We did not give any instruction on how tasks should be categorized, which
allowed us to study the students’ perception of task groups. They were given another
form to write down a set of task IDs and a label for the group.

A pilot study was carried out with five participants to ensure that the survey pro-
tocol, clarity of survey instructions and forms, and time allocation were appropriate.
Most of the problems found during this pilot study were minor, however, we learnt
that we should clarify that participants could include a task that was continuing for a
longer period, but only the part that needed to be done in the following week.

2.4. Protocols

A survey on individual participants was carried out in the following manner.
1. 1st week

Ask them to read the information sheet that describes the aim of the survey
Ask them to sign the consent form if they agreed to participate
Ask them to fill in the first survey form.

2. 2nd Week
Ask them to fill in the second survey form
A reward was given to them and they were asked to sign a receipt
Participants were rewarded with 500 JPY (approx. $5) on the completion of
the second week; they were told that they would receive this in the information
sheet.

2.5. Participants

This survey was carried out in the University of Tsukuba, Japan. A call for partici-
pation was published on the lab’s website, and distributed via several mailing lists in
the University. Participants were accepted on a first come first served basis. A total
of 24 students (18 females and 6 males) were recruited for the study. Of those, 13
were undergraduate students and 11 were postgraduate (Masters and PhD) students.
Their academic background varied from Library and Information Science (10) to
Computer Science and Engineering (4), Life Science (4), Education (2), Arts (1),
Literature (1), Sociology (1), and Psychology (1).

2.6. Period of survey

The survey took place between December 2012 and January 2013. This is a busy
time of year for Japanese students due to the holiday season and graduation reportAU
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deadlines. We intentionally selected this period so that many tasks could be elicited
from the students, and their level of engagement (i.e., seriousness) can be greater at
this time than during other seasons. The implication of this design will be discussed
later in the paper.

3. Results

Twenty-four participants reported a total of 202 tasks as something they needed
to complete within a week from the day they filled in the first part of the survey.
The mean value was 8.42 (SD: 3.69). Of those, 85 were marked as high priority, 73
as medium priority, and 44 as low priority by participants. This section presents the
results of analysis based on those reported 202 tasks.

3.1. Daily practice of task management

At the beginning of the survey sheet for the first week, we asked participants how
they performed task management. The result shows that four do task management
on a daily basis, 18 do it on a need-to-do basis, and two have never done task man-
agement. Therefore, although most participants had some experience of task man-
agement, only 17% of students do it as a daily practice.

The tools they used for task management (multiple choice) were pen and paper
(10), analog diary and calendar (11), smart phone apps (5), and PC (5). Many re-
ported that they used multiple tools for task management.

3.2. Perceived objectives

First, we broadly categorized the objectives of reported tasks and the result is
shown in Fig. 5. As can be seen, 40% of tasks were related to study and research,
followed by housekeeping (16%), socializing (10%), and job hunting (9%). These
results suggest that the survey was successful in capturing non-work related tasks in
the study.

When we took a closer look at individual tasks, we noticed a big difference in
how students perceived a task. In particular, some tasks were described as one big
chunk of work such as “completing the graduate project report”, while other tasks
were divided into smaller chunks such as “writing an introduction to the report”
and “analyzing the experimental results”. However, measuring the size of tasks in
an objective manner is not trivial. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to assume that
some tasks were perceived as a big chunk while others were seen as a series of
smaller chunks. This seems to be related to their estimation of task completion time.
While it was estimated that half of the reported tasks could be completed in less than
90 minutes, the other half ranged from 120 minutes to 1,200 minutes. Clearly, in the
latter case students were not able to divide a big task into smaller chunks.AU
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Fig. 5. Perceived objectives of tasks.

Fig. 6. Distribution of estimated task completion time.
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Fig. 7. Start status and priority.

In this paper, we assume that the size of a task can be inferred from the partic-
ipant’s estimate of how long it will take to complete. For reference, the mean es-
timated task completion time was 203.6 minutes (SD: 232.5) and the median was
120 minutes (IQR: 240). The histogram of estimated task completion time is shown
in Fig. 6. More details will be discussed in the following sections.

3.3. Started and non-started tasks

In the second week of the survey, we asked participants to code the status of all
tasks. One category of status was whether or not a task had been started. We called
those tasks that had been started “started task”, and those which had not “non-started
task” in this paper. The counting of participants’ coding shows that 158 tasks (78.2%)
were started within a week and 44 tasks (21.8%) were not. We performed a series of
analyses to understand the characteristics of started and non-started tasks as follows.

First, we looked at the relationship between the start status and priority, and the
results are shown in Fig. 7. As can be seen, most high priority tasks were started,
and the proportion of started tasks decreased as the priority got lower. This suggests
that students have a sense of priority and managed to start those tasks with a high
priority.

Second, we looked at the relationship between the start status and the estimated
length of task completion time. As discussed earlier, we assumed that the size of
tasks could be inferred from the estimated task completion time. Therefore, we are
interested in the relationship between the task size and the start status. The results
are shown in Fig. 8, where the x-axis represents estimated task completion time in
minutes. AU
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Fig. 8. Start status and estimated time.

As can be seen, we did not find a clear pattern in the distribution of non-started
tasks over the estimated task completion time. This suggests that a student’s percep-
tion of a task as big or small does not necessarily indicate whether or not they will
engage with the tasks.

3.4. Completed and uncompleted tasks

The previous section looked at started and non-started tasks. Of those 158 started
tasks, there are 113 tasks (55.9%) that are coded as completed within a week as
planned, and 45 tasks (22.3%) that are coded as uncompleted. This section presents
a series of analyses to understand the characteristics of completed and uncompleted
tasks.

The first analysis, as with the started and non-started tasks, looked at the relation-
ship between completion status and priority. The results are shown in Fig. 9. As can
be seen, the proportion of completed tasks did not vary across the level of prior-
ity. Therefore, a student’s prioritizing of a task does not seem to correlate with the
probability of task completion.

For those tasks that were started, we asked participants to report how long they
spent on the task between the first and second week. As we all know from experience,
some tasks take more time than we had expected, while others take less. In other
words, there is often a gap between estimated time and actual time spent on a task.
The second analysis looked at the relationship between the completion status and the
size of gap. The gap was calculated as follows.

Gap = (Actual time – Estimated time)/Estimated Time × 100AU
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Table 1
Gap between estimated and actual time of completed tasks

Frequency (N = 112) Median (IQR) of gap Median (IQR) of estimated time
Gap > 0 25 (22.32%) 100 (100) 90 (97.5)
Gap = 0 43 (38.39%) 120 (120)
Gap < 0 44 (39.28%) −50 (16.67) 90 (150)

Fig. 9. Completion status and priority.

Using the above formula, we get 100 if a task took twice as long as was estimated
(i.e., 100% more), and −50 if a task took half the estimated time (i.e., 50% less).

The results, using 112 completed tasks (one was not reported), are shown in Ta-
ble 1. As can be seen, in 38% of tasks, estimated time and actual time were the same.
The median estimated time for such tasks was 120 minutes (IQR: 120). A similar
proportion (39%) of tasks took less actual task completion time than estimated. The
mean value of the gap was −50 (IQR: 16.7) which means half of what was estimated.
Finally, 22% of tasks took more time that estimated, and the median value of the gap
was 100 (IQR: 100) which means twice what was estimated.

Overall, over 60% of tasks had a gap between actual and estimated times. This
suggests that students often found it difficult to estimate accurately how long a given
task might take. However, this does not seem to correlate with the length of estimated
time (i.e., inferred task size).

For reference, we repeated the same analysis on 44 uncompleted tasks (one was
not valid), and the results are shown in Table 2. Given that these are uncompleted
tasks, students are likely to need more time to complete. Then, at least 15 tasks (34%)
are likely to take more time to complete than estimated. This means that uncompleted
tasks are more likely to take longer than estimated, as compared to completed tasks.AU

TH
O

R 
CO

PY



120 R. Fukuzawa et al. / Practice and experience of task management of university students

Table 2
Gap between estimated and actual time of uncompleted tasks

Frequency (N = 44)
Gap > 0 9 (20.45%)
Gap = 0 6 (13.64%)
Gap < 0 29 (65.90%)

Fig. 10. Completion status and estimated time.

The next analysis looked at the relationship between the estimated time and com-
pletion status, and the results are shown in Fig. 10. As can be seen, tasks with an
estimated time of between 5 and 180 minutes had a higher level of completion, while
longer tasks had a higher level of non-completion across the time range. The median
estimated time of completed tasks was 90 min (IQR: 137.5), while it was 300 min
(IQR: 450) for uncompleted tasks. Therefore, there is a big difference between com-
pleted and uncompleted tasks as regards their estimated time.

Finally, we had a closer look at the self-reported reasons for uncompleted and non-
started tasks, and the results are shown in Table 3. The first factor we notice is time
management, and this seems closely related to the ability to estimate task completion
time (Reason 1). As we saw earlier, not all the anticipated tasks proved necessary in
the end (Reason 2, 6 and 9). They were related to priority judgment.

Another set of factors is related to coordination with others (Reason 4, 7, 8). Lack
of coordination with fellow collaborators, preparation for the task, and dependency
on other tasks seems to be one of the major factors for uncompleted and non-started
tasks. More importantly, this result suggests that some university students might not
be aware of the importance of coordination for the completion of multiple tasks.AU
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Table 3
Reasons for non-started tasks

Reason
1 Lack of time 24 (26.97%)
2 Left it until later because of low priority 14 (15.73%)
3 Forgot 11 (12.36%)
4 Coordination with others didn’t go smoothly 10 (11.24%)
5 Because task was tiresome 8 (8.99%)
6 Realized that the task was not necessary 3 (3.37%)
7 Some tools were not available 2 (2.25%)
8 Previous (dependent) task wasn’t completed 2 (2.25%)
9 New tasks with a higher priority were added 2 (2.25%)
12 Lack of money 1 (1.12%)
13 Other 6 (6.74%)

No answer 6 (6.74%)

3.5. Task grouping

Categorizing tasks is an important part of task management. Prioritizing tasks can
be seen as a form of task categorization. To understand how participants perform
categorization of tasks, we asked them to group their tasks and to label the groups in
the first week. The criteria for grouping tasks were left entirely up to the participants;
we did not make any suggestions.

Table 4 shows participants’ grouping methods along with the proportion of started,
non-started, completed, and uncompleted tasks. Out of 24 participants, 17 grouped
tasks based on themes (or topics) such as “about classes, projects, job hunting, hob-
bies” or “reports, cooking, socializing”. On the other hand, 4 participants grouped
tasks based on priorities such as “never forget, ASAP, When have time” or “strict
deadline, weak deadline, no deadline”. One participant grouped tasks based on their
estimated length, such as “future plan, long-term plan, routine, ASAP”. A couple of
participants mixed some of these grouping criteria.

As for the relationship between the grouping methods and the proportion of vari-
ous progress statuses, no obvious pattern was observed.

These results suggest at least two points. One is that grouping tasks based on
theme seems to be intuitive to university students, and it could be the case that other
grouping criteria rarely come to their mind. Another is that more systematic inves-
tigation is needed to understand the relationship between the grouping methods and
their completion rate.

4. Discussion

This study aimed to understand the practice and experience of task management by
university students by surveying one week’s planning of their activities. This section
summarizes the main findings of our investigation and discusses their implications
for the design of task management support.AU
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Table 4
Task grouping methods and task progress

ID Grouping method No of tasks Non-started (%) Started (%) Completed (%) Uncompleted (%)
1 Priority 5 20.0 80.0 75.0 25.0
2 Topic 9 44.4 55.6 60.0 40.0
3 Topic 9 11.1 88.9 87.5 12.5
4 Long-term task, 7 0.0 100.0 57.1 42.9

habit, urgent task
5 Topic 10 0.0 100.0 50.0 50.0
6 Topic 6 16.7 83.3 60.0 40.0
7 Topic 5 40.0 60.0 66.7 33.3
8 Topic 14 14.3 85.7 83.3 16.7
9 Topic 14 21.4 78.6 54.5 45.5

10 Topic 14 35.7 64.3 44.4 55.6
11 Topic 14 14.3 85.7 83.3 16.7
12 Topic 4 50.0 50.0 100.0 0.0
13 Topic 6 0.0 100.0 83.3 16.7
14 Topic 12 41.7 58.3 100.0 0.0
15 Topic 2 0.0 100.0 0.0 100.0
16 Priority 6 33.3 66.7 75.0 25.0
17 Priority 12 25.0 75.0 88.9 11.1
18 Topic 3 0.0 100.0 33.3 66.7
19 Topic + Priority 11 9.1 90.9 80.0 20.0
20 Topic 11 45.5 54.5 83.3 16.7
21 [Missing] 8 12.5 87.5 85.7 14.3
22 Topic 7 14.3 85.7 66.7 33.3
23 Topic 5 0.0 100.0 80.0 20.0
24 Priority 8 37.5 62.5 60.0 40.0

4.1. Main findings and implications

First, overall, 21.8% of tasks were not even started, and 22.3% of tasks were
started but not completed. Therefore, nearly 44% of tasks did not progress accord-
ing to the estimate. This suggests that university students do need support in their
task management. Second, as can be imagined, university students must engage with
various kind of tasks at busy times of year. Study related tasks formed the majority,
but were still only about 40%. Therefore, supporting only study-related tasks might
not have significant impact on overall task management. A positive aspect of their
practice is that students were more likely to start those tasks with a high priority than
those with a low priority.

The task size seems to be problematic. Many participants seemed to perceive tasks
that could be accomplished in few hours. It was the large tasks which were more
likely to suffer from coordination problems. Therefore, one area that needs partic-
ular support is the ability to divide a task into more manageable chunks. The gap
analysis also suggests that students’ estimation of the time needed to complete a task
can be inaccurate. A related common factor for not completing a task on time was
coordination. University students need to engage with more complex and larger-scale
tasks than they have before, but they may not have enough experience to coordinate
with collaborators, other dependent tasks, and tools.AU
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Most students in our study grouped their tasks based on themes, and some grouped
based on priority. Furthermore, the degree of task progress varied a lot among those
grouped by themes. This suggests that there is room for investigating the effect of
other types of task grouping on the progress of tasks. The literature of task manage-
ment for professionals suggests grouping criteria such as deadline, location, role in
a group, and collaborator [2,12]. Since these criteria do not seem to occur to stu-
dents intuitively, it is worth investigating how they perceive such new ways of task
grouping.

Overall, some of the behavior they exhibited was shared with that of profession-
als. In this sense, the task management tools developed for professionals might be
equally effective for university students. However, further investigation is needed to
measure the performance of such techniques and tools, and we plan to do that.

4.2. Limitations

Finally, it should be noted that this study has several limitations. First, we had a
limited number of participants from a single university in our experiment, although
their academic background varied and the sample size was in line with a previous
study (e.g. [5]). Second, the season of the experiment was also focused on a partic-
ularly busy period due to the nature of study. It is possible that students’ task man-
agement behavior would be different in a quieter period. Third, the range of tasks
identified during our study should be valid for university students in many countries,
but the effect of cultural differences on task diversity was not examined in this study.
Therefore, our findings should not be extended to a different context, and further
studies are needed to gain a comprehensive understanding of the task management
behavior of university students and its support.

5. Conclusion

This paper reported the results of a survey that investigated the practice and expe-
rience of task management by university students. A total of 202 tasks reported by
24 university students were analyzed to survey the practice and experience of their
task management. The results suggest that the university students in our survey had
a reasonable sense of priority of tasks, that they tended to perceive a task as a big
chunk, not a series of small chunks, that estimated time can be a good indicator of
task completion, that time management and loss of coordination are the main factors
for uncompleted or non-started tasks, and finally that their notion of task grouping
was dominated by task themes or topics. These findings informed us as to several
ways in which university students could be supported in the management of multiple
tasks. AU
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