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The Outlook
Automation
Playbook

Six rules and an Al layer that run your inbox while you sleep — a
complete system for stopping manual inbox management,
without folders, hacks, or discipline.

6+2 ~8 min 4 buckets

CORE RULES MORNING INBOX HIGHLIGHT - FILE
+ BONUS AUTOMATIONS AFTER SETUP ROUTE - TRACK

COMPANION TO

6 Outlook Rules (+ Al) That Automate Your Inbox for Good —
published by Vertex Frontier.



—— ORIENTATION

Why this guide exists

The shift from downstream sorting to upstream automation — and the four-bucket
mental model behind every rule that follows.

Knowledge workers spend roughly 28% of their workweek managing email — over eleven
hours just reading, sorting, and responding. Microsoft's own 2025 telemetry tells the same
story from a different angle: the average employee is interrupted every two minutes by a
meeting, email, or chat notification, adding up to roughly 275 interruptions a day while
processing around 117 emails in the same window. Almost none of that time is being spent on
judgment. It is being spent on triage — deciding, over and over, what matters and what does
not.

The uncomfortable truth most productivity advice will not say out loud is that you cannot
organize your way out of a full inbox. Folders, labels, and quick-sorting sessions are all
downstream fixes. They deal with email after it has already stolen your attention. The real fix
happens upstream, before the email ever reaches your eyes. That is what Outlook rules do:
they make decisions on your behalf, at the moment of arrival, based on logic you only have to
define once. Set it up on a Tuesday afternoon, and it keeps paying you back every single day
after that.

28% 275 ~8 min

of the workweek spent on email daily interruptions per employee morning inbox routine after the
— McKinsey Global Institute — Microsoft 2025 Work Trend six rules are live
Index

The Upstream Framework: Highlight, File, Route, Track

Rather than treating six rules as a random checklist, treat them as four categories of
decisions — each solving a different kind of inbox pain. Every automation you will ever want
to build in Outlook falls into one of these four buckets. Once you see the pattern, you stop
thinking "l need a rule for this specific email" and start thinking "which of these four jobs is

this email doing to my attention?"



HIGHLIGHT
Make critical senders impossible
to miss

Visual treatment — bold, color, distinct font
— so VIPs and key categories are caught at a
glance, without reading a word.

- Rules 1, 5

ROUTE

Send mail to the person who owns
it

Auto-forwarding for tickets, status updates,
and form submissions — bypassing your

inbox entirely when someone else should
act.

- Rule 4

—— PART | - RULES 1-3

FILE
Move recurring mail into its own
space

Automatic folder routing for project threads,
system notices, and meeting invites —
keeping the inbox reserved for the
unexpected.

- Rules 2, 6

TRACK

Turn action-required mail into
tasks

Trigger phrases ("action required", "follow
up") convert arriving mail into flagged tasks
that sync to Microsoft To Do and Planner.

- Rule 3

The six rules that run your inbox

RULE o1 - HIGHLIGHT

Make VIP emails impossible to miss

Each rule lists why it matters, the exact setup path in Outlook, and the mistake that
quietly breaks it. Steps are verified for both Classic and New Outlook where noted.

@ Path differs by version

If your manager or a key client sends something, it should not
compete visually with a newsletter about a webinar you will never

attend.

SETUP - CONDITIONAL FORMATTING

Go to the View tab andclick View Settings .

Choose Conditional Formatting , then click Add .

Click Font , choose bold, and pick a striking color — dark red or deep blue both work.

Click Condition , type the exact sender address in the From field, then confirm.

(1
(2
e Name the rule clearly — "Boss Email" or "VIP Clients".
o
o

TIP - TIER YOUR VIPS

important" but "important at this level."

Stack a handful of these rules for your two or three most important contacts — manager,
biggest client, CFO — and give each tier its own color. A glance then tells you not just "this is



RULE o2 - FILE v Identical in Classic & New

Auto-file project and recurring emails

Juggling more than one project turns your inbox into a blender.
Updates from Project A get mixed with Project B, HR notices,
and vendor replies.

SETUP - RIGHT-CLICK — CREATE RULE
0 Find an email related to the project or category. Right-click it.

e Choose Rules ,then Create Rule .

e Tick Subject Contains and enter the keyword or project code that is always present.
° Tick Move the Item to Folder , then pick an existing folder or create a new one.

e Save. By default, filed emails stay unread as a visual reminder something is waiting.

COMMON MISTAKE - DORMANT RULES

People build these rules for one-off projects, then forget to delete them. Six months later,
twelve dormant folder rules are quietly running in the background. Review your rule list every
quarter and retire anything tied to a closed project.

RULE 03 - TRACK v Identical in Classic & New

Turn action-required emails into tasks
automatically

Some emails are not informational — they are a to-do item
wearing an email's clothing. Left in the inbox, they get buried
and forgotten.

SETUP - MANAGE RULES & ALERTS
Go tothe File tab and choose Manage Rules & Alerts .

Click New Rule , start from a blank rule for messages you receive.

"follow up," or similar.

e Add the condition with specific words in the subject — "action required," "to do,"
° For the action, choose Flag Message for Follow-Up , and set a start date or reminder.

Save. Matching emails now appear in your task list automatically — no manual flagging.

WHY THIS PAYS OFF

Because Outlook's task list syncs with Microsoft To Do and Planner, you can manage those
same tasks from whichever app you actually work in — without cross-checking your inbox to
figure out what is still pending.




—— PART Il - RULES 4-6

Routing, color-coding, and meeting inviles

RULE 04 - ROUTE v Identical in Classic & New
Stop being the forwarding middleman

Some emails land in your inbox purely because you are "in the
loop" — a support ticket, a status update, a form submission —
even though someone else should actually act on it.

SETUP - MANAGE RULES & ALERTS
Goto File - Manage Rules and Alerts .

Click New Rule , start from a blank rule for messages you receive.

Set the condition — sender, subject keyword, or both (both must match for the rule to fire).

Choose the action forward it to people or public group , and select the colleague or
shared mailbox.

Add an exception (e.g. "unless marked as Important") so genuinely urgent items still reach
you. Save.

NOTE - SHARED MAILBOX PREREQUISITE

This rule assumes the shared mailbox or distribution list already exists. Creating one typically
requires admin permissions in the Microsoft 365 Admin Center — that part sits with your IT
team, not with Outlook's rule wizard.



RULE 05 - HIGHLIGHT @ Path differs by version
Color-code your inbox into a visual map

Sometimes the goal is not moving emails — it is knowing what an
email is about without reading a single word. Conditional
formatting does exactly that.

SETUP - CONDITIONAL FORMATTING
Gotothe View tab - View Settings - Conditional Formatting .

Click Add , name the rule to match the group — "Finance," "Marketing," "Urgent."
Click Font and pick a distinct color and style for that group.

Click Condition and setthe match — e.g. all emails from @finance.com , or messages
containing "urgent" in the subject.

Save. Repeat for each category that genuinely matters.

CATEGORY CONDITION COLOR
Finance From @finance.com @ Green
Marketing From @marketing.com @ Purple
Urgent Subject contains "urgent" @ Bold Red
VIP Contacts From specific address @ Deep Blue
RULE 06 - FILE v Identical in Classic & New

Never lose a meeting invite again

High email volume has a specific side effect: invites slip down
the inbox before you have even opened them. That is exactly
how meetings get missed.

SETUP - MANAGE RULES & ALERTS
Open Rules from the Home tab —. Manage Rules and Alerts .
Click New Rule , start from a blank rule for messages you receive.
Set the condition to which is a meeting invitation or update .

Choose the action move it to the specific folder , and select your calendar folder or
create a new one.

Leave exceptions blank unless you need one. Save. Every invite and update now lands in
one always-checkable spot.



—— BONUS - QUICK REFERENCE

Two more rules worth adding

Small automations that pay off out of proportion to how simple they are — plus a
single-page map of all six rules.

BONUS o1 - FILE v Identical in Classic & New

The Unsubscribe Rule

Newsletters and marketing emails almost always include the
words "unsubscribe" or "email preferences" somewhere in the
message.

A single rule that moves anything containing those words into a separate folder clears a
surprising amount of clutter out of your main inbox — no need to identify every sender
individually, just the phrase they are all required to include. Pair this with a periodic
review of that folder: most of it can be batch-deleted in two minutes a week, and the rare
genuinely useful newsletter will be the one that stands out.

BONUS o2 - FILE v Identical in Classic & New

A CC-Only Folder — used carefully

Route anything where you are only CC'd (not directly
addressed) into its own folder, keeping your primary inbox
reserved for messages sent to you.

CAVEAT - THE TO/CC MISUSE PROBLEM

This rule only works cleanly if the people emailing you actually use the To/CC distinction
correctly. In practice, plenty of senders CC someone when they mean to request action — which
means a genuinely important ask can end up sitting unread. If you use this rule, get in the habit
of a quick daily skim of that folder rather than treating it as safe to ignore.



—— QUICK REFERENCE

All six rules at a glance

RULE TYPE SET UP VIA

1. Highlight VIP senders Highlight Conditional Formatting
2. Auto-file project emails File Manage Rules & Alerts
3. Flag emails as tasks Track Manage Rules & Alerts
4. Auto-forward routine emails Route Manage Rules & Alerts
5. Color-code by department Highlight Conditional Formatting
6. Move meeting invites to a folder File Manage Rules & Alerts

Notice the pattern: four of the six rules never touch conditional formatting at all, which means they behave

identically whether you are on Classic or New Outlook. Only Rules 1 and 5 need the version-specific path.

—— Al LAYER

Adding Copilot in Outlook

Rules solve repetitive, predictable decisions. Copilot handles the messages that
need reading, a reply, or a judgment call. Used together, they cover both halves of
the problem — volume and judgment.

The distinction matters. Rules are deterministic — the same trigger always produces the same
action. Copilot is judgment-based — it reads context and generates a response, summary, or
priority ranking that changes depending on what is actually in the message. Your rules do the
heavy lifting of sorting, filing, and flagging before you ever open your inbox. Copilot then
handles the messages that made it through.

FOUR COPILOT CAPABILITIES THAT PAIR WITH RULES

Summary by Copilot Draft with Copilot

Condenses a long thread into a few key sentences, Generates a full email from a short prompt, based
from the Summarize button at the top of a on the thread's context. Type /, select Draft,
message. describe what to say.

Coaching by Copilot Prioritize my inbox

Reviews a draft you have already written and Ranks unread messages and suggests triage
suggests improvements to tone, clarity, and actions — pin, flag, archive, or mark as read — by
sentiment before you send. urgency.

FOUR COPY-PASTE PROMPT TEMPLATES



01 Action-ltem Detector - For long CC threads

"Analyze this email thread. Does it explicitly require any response or action from ME, or
am I just being kept in the loop? If action is required, list the exact deliverables and
deadlines in bullet points."

02 Tone & Urgency Audit

"Review the tone of this message. Is the sender expressing frustration or signaling a
hidden blocker despite polite language? Summarize their core concern and whether this
requires immediate escalation."

03 Pre-Meeting Briefing

"Summarize all recent email exchanges regarding [Project Name / Meeting Subject]. What
are the remaining open questions, agreed decisions, and key points I should bring up in
our sync?"

04 Delegation Draft

"Draft a brief forwarding note to [Teammate Name]. Summarize the main request from this
thread in two bullets, explain that I am handing this off to them, and ask them to follow
up with the sender by [Date]."

Notice the pattern: Prompt 01 does the same job as Rule 3 (flag for action), but for ambiguous
threads where a keyword trigger would not catch it. That is the handoff point — rules handle
the predictable, Copilot handles the rest. A realistic combination: let Rule 3 catch anything
with "action required" in the subject, then use Prioritize my inbox to rank those flagged items
by urgency before you sit down to answer them.

—— MAINTENANCE

Mistakes that quietly break your rules

Building the rule is the easy part. Most people lose the benefit within a few months
because of a handful of predictable mistakes.

Stacking conflicting rules

If two rules both act on the same email (one moves it, another flags it), Outlook processes them
in order — and the first to fire can prevent the second from ever running. Check rule order
under Manage Rules & Alerts if something is not behaving as expected.

Forgetting to add exceptions

A forwarding rule with no exception for "Important" messages will happily forward something
genuinely urgent straight past you. One exception clause fixes this permanently.



Never auditing old rules

Project-based folder rules outlive the project itself and quietly clutter your rule list. One author
ran a forwarding rule for eight months after the colleague it pointed to had left the company —
eight months of client requests vanishing into a deactivated mailbox, with no warning.

Ignoring the rules quota

Microsoft 365 and Exchange cap server-side rules at ~256 KB of rule data per mailbox —
roughly 80-100 simple rules, far fewer if rules are long and complex. Once you hit the cap,
Outlook blocks you from saving new rules until you free up space.

Over-color-coding
If everything is a different color, nothing stands out. Limit conditional formatting to the four or
five categories that genuinely matter — not every possible sender.

Treating rules as "set once, ignore forever"

Your job changes. Your VIP list changes. A rule built two years ago for a manager who has
since moved teams is just dead weight. Rules fail silently — build a habit of a five-minute
quarterly rule review.

—— BEFORE / AFTER

What actually changes

BEFORE AFTER
e 45+ minutes each morning triaging one long e Inbox pre-sorted before you open it
list

e VIP emails visually impossible to miss

e VIP emails buried under newsletters . . .
e Routine forwards handled with zero clicks

e Manually forwarding the same requests

e Dedicated, always-visible meetings folder
weekly

S . e Task list fills itself from flagged emails
e Meeting invites missed under new messages

e To-dos forgotten inside old email threads

Start with just one rule this week — the VIP highlight or the meeting-inuvite folder
tend to have the fastest, most noticeable payoff — and build from there. The goal was

never a perfectly organized inbox. It was getting your attention back for the work
that actually needs it.

- Read the full article: /outlook-automation-rules-and-copilot




The full system.,
step by step.

This field guide is a companion to the complete article, which walks through
every rule in full detail — including the New Outlook setup paths, mobile-app
behavior, the Gmail equivalents, and the longer-term maintenance framework

that keeps rules useful for years instead of weeks.

6 Outlook Rules (+ AI) That Automate Your Inbox for Good

- /outlook-automation-rules-and-copilot

FIELD GUIDE - V1.0

© 2026 Vertex Frontier - Last updated July 2026 "; VERTEX FRONTIER

Steps verified for Classic & New Outlook vemTEx  FIELD - GUIDE



