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INTRODUCTION 

The author's main purpose of writing the book is to teach people strategies on how to be maximally 

efficient, have more energy and be relaxed when they need to be. He writes that it is possible to be 

effective while delightfully being in an ordinary work world. The book provides proven methods, 

tips, tricks, tools, and techniques for implementation. The principles and methods in the book are 

both practical to your personal and professional life.  

 

 

PART 1: THE ART OF GETTING THINGS DONE  

CHAPTER 1 - A New Practice for a New Reality  

Almost everyone feels like they have too much to handle and can't seem to find enough time to get 

it all done. There's a paradox and it's that people have enhanced quality of life but at the same time 

they are adding to their stress levels by taking more than they have the resources to handle.  

Focusing on your values doesn't simplify your life, it only provides direction and meaning but 

doesn't remove the complexity. The writer tells us that it is possible to get a grip on all, stay relaxed 

and get meaningful things done with minimal effort. The martial artists call it "mind like water", 

a place where a condition of working, being, doing, where the mind is clear and constructive things 

are happening.  

If your mind is empty, it's always ready for anything, it is open for everything  

Anything that causes you to overreact or underreact can control you. Most people give either more 

or less to things than they deserve simply because they don't operate with a mind like water.  

Most stress people experience comes from inappropriately managed commitments they make or 

accept. Anything that doesn't belong where it is, the way it is, is an open loop pulling for your 

attention. 

To manage commitments, you'll need to: 

● Capture all your unfinished tasks in a collection bucket. 

● Clarify your commitment and make progress towards fulfilling it. 

● Keep reminders of them organized in a system you view regularly. 

 

An important Exercise Test 

1. Write down the project/situation that is most on your mind at this moment. 

2. Now describe in a single written sentence your intended successful outcome for this 

problem or situation. 

3. Next, write down the next physical action required to move the situation forward. 

 

This exercise provides a sense of focus, control and relaxation for the few minutes you took to 

answer the questions. You get more motivation to actually do something that has been on your 

mind till now. Until you clarify, made those decisions and set reminders, the brain keeps working 

overtime to resurface those thoughts. It will keep pressuring you about that untaken next step, 
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usually when you can’t do anything about it, which will just add to your stress. You can train 

yourself just like an athlete to be faster, more proactive, and more responsive in knowledge work.  

Rule your mind or it will rule you  

Managing your actions is the key to managing all your stuff. Most people think that lack of time 

is their biggest problem, but it's not. Lack of clarity, definition about what the project really is and 

what the next actionable step is. 

 

 

CHAPTER 2: Getting Control of Your Life: The Five Stages of Mastering Workflow  

1. Collect the things that control our attention – Know what needs to be collected and how to 

collect it most effectively so you can process it appropriately. Everything you need should be 

collected somewhere other than your head.  

 

Collection tools are physical in-basket, writing paper and pads, electronic note taking, voice 

recording devices, email. For the collection phase to work you must:  

- Let everything out of your head and collect them together. 

- You must have a few collection buckets as you can get by with. 

- You must empty them regularly. 

 

Your collection tools should be a part of your lifestyle, keep them close so you can always 

collect valuable thoughts as you go about your day.  

 

2. Process what they mean and what to do about them – Thinking about every item to get the 

collection buckets empty. 

 

From the things on your list, you need to find out if it is actionable, and the answers are either 

Yes or No. If YES, you need to ask yourself: 

- What is the project or outcome that I have committed to? 

- Determine the next action required?  

 

Once you have decided on the next action, you have 3 options which are:  

 

Do it – if an action will take less than 2 minutes, it should be done once it is defined 

Delegate it – if the action is taking more than 2 minutes, then ask yourself if you are the right 

person to do it, if No, delegate it 

Defer it – if the action is taking more than 2 minutes and you are the person to do it, it is best 

to defer acting on it until later and track it on the next actions list. 
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3. Organize the results  

For Nonactionable things, you categorize them into: 

- Trash 

- Reference storage 

 - Incubation tools  

For Actionable things, you will need: 

A list of projects, storage or files for project plans and materials, a calendar, a list of reminders 

of next actions, and a list of reminders of things you are waiting for. 

 

4. Review the options for what you choose  

One critical success factor is a weekly review, this is the time to gather and process all your 

stuff, review your system, update your lists, and get clean, clear, current and complete.  

 

5. Do – The basic reason for workflow management is to facilitate good choices and decisions at 

every point.  

- The model for choosing actions in the moment are context, time available, energy 

available and priority. 

- Model for Evaluating daily work is doing predefined work, doing work as it shows up, 

defining your work.  

- The six-level model for reviewing your own work is;   

• 50,000+ feet: Life 

• 40,000 feet: Three to five-year vision 

• 30,000 feet: One to two-year goals 

• 20,000 feet: Areas of responsibility 

• 10,000 feet: Current projects 

• Runway: Current actions 

One of the major reasons why many people have not had a lot of success with getting organized 

is simply because they have tried to do all five phases at one time.  

 

 

CHAPTER 3: Getting Projects Creatively Under Way: The Five Phases of Project Planning 

“You’ve got to think about the big things while you’re doing small things, so that all the small 

things go in the right direction.” – Alvin Toffler 

“When you find yourself in a hole, stop digging.” – Will Rogers 

“Don’t just do something. Stand there.” – Rochelle Myer 

“The best way to get a good idea is to get lots of ideas.” - Linus Pauling 
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The most experienced planner in the world is your brain.  

1. Defining purpose (WHY) and principles (HOW): To know and be clear about the purpose of 

any activity are prime directives for clarity, creative development, and cooperation. The Why?  

 

The Value of Thinking About ‘Why’ 

• It defines success.  

• It creates decision-making criteria.  

• It aligns resources.  

• It motivates (if there’s no good reason to be doing something, it’s not worth doing). 

• It clarifies focus (What are we really trying to accomplish here?). 

• It expands options (When you are clear about your why, it expands your thinking about how 

to make the desired result happen).  

 

If you are not sure why you are doing something, you can never do enough of it. Whereas 

purpose provides the juice and the direction, principles define the parameters of action and the 

criteria for excellence of behaviour. 

People love to win. If you’re not totally clear about the purpose of what you’re doing, you 

have no chance of winning. 

“Celebrate any progress. Don’t wait to get perfect.” – Ann McGee Cooper 

2. Outcome visioning (WHAT): You must have a clear picture in your mind of what success 

would look, sound, and feel like. Vision provides the actual blueprint of the final result. We 

know that the focus we hold in our minds affects what we perceive and how we perform. 

“Imagination is more important than knowledge.” – Albert Einstein 

You often need to make it up in your mind before you can make it happen in your life.  

 

Here are three basic steps for developing a vision:  

1. View the project from beyond the completion date.  

2. Envision “WILD SUCCESS”! (Suspend “Yeah, but …”)  

3. Capture features, aspects, qualities you imagine in place.  

 

3. Brainstorming: The great thing about external brainstorming is that in addition to capturing 

your original ideas, it can help generate many new ones that might not have occurred to you if 

you did not have a mechanism to hold your thoughts and continually reflect them back to you. 

• Don’t judge, challenge, evaluate, or criticize.  

• Go for quantity, not quality.  

• Put analysis and organization in the background.  

 

4. Organizing: What are the things that must occur to create the final result? In what order must 

they occur? What is the most important element to ensure the success of the project?  

 

The key steps here are:  

• Identify the significant pieces.  

• Sort by (one or more): components, sequences, priorities, 

• Detail to the required degree.  
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5. Identifying next actions: ‘What’s the next action?’  

• Decide on the next actions for each of the current moving parts of the project.  

• Decide on the next action in the planning process, if necessary. If the project is still on your 

mind, there’s more planning to do.  

“Plans get you into things but you’ve got to work your way out.” – Will Rogers.  

You need no new skills to increase your productivity, just a new set of behaviours about when 

and where to apply them. 

 

 

 

PART 2: PRACTICING STRESS-FREE PRODUCTIVITY 

CHAPTER 4 - Getting Started: Setting Up the Time, Space, and Tools 

The smart part of us sets up things for us to do that the not-so-smart part responds to almost 

automatically, creating behaviour that produces high-performance results. We trick ourselves into 

doing what we ought to be doing.  

“It is easier to act yourself into a better way of feeling than to feel yourself into a better way of 

action.” – O. H. Mowrer.  

You increase your productivity and creativity exponentially when you think about the right things 

at the right time and have the tools to capture your value-added thinking. Dedicate two days to this 

process, and it will be worth many times that in terms of your productivity and mental health. A 

functional workspace is critical. If you don’t already have a dedicated workspace and in-basket, 

get them now. That goes for students, homemakers, and retirees, too. Everyone must have a 

physical locus of control from which to deal with everything else. You must have a focused 

workspace – at home, at work, and if possible even in transit. You can work virtually everywhere 

if you have a clean, compact system and know how to process your stuff rapidly and portably.  

The basic processing tools, let’s assume you are starting from scratch, in addition to a desktop 

workspace, you’ll need:  

• Paper-holding trays (at least three)   • A stack of plain letter-size paper  

• A pen/pencil   • Post-its (3×3s)  • Paper clips   • Binder clips  

• A stapler and staples  • Scotch tape   • Rubber bands    

• An automatic labeller  • File folders   • A calendar  • Wastebasket/recycling bins 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 - Collection: Corralling your “Stuff” 

Reasons for gathering everything before you start processing are: 

● To know the volume of stuff you have to deal with  

● It lets you know where the end of the tunnel is 
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● You don't want to be psychologically distracted by other stuff just hanging around 

somewhere  

Keep in mind, that you can feel good about what you’re not doing, only when you know what 

you’re not doing. 

Physical Gathering  

Train yourself to notice and collect anything that doesn’t belong where it is, and put it in your in-

basket. You will have to gather things that are incomplete so you can decide on them later. The 

first step to take is to search your physical environment for everything that does not belong where 

it should be and collect them in a basket. Supplies, reference materials, decoration, and equipment 

may need to be tossed into the in-basket if they are not just where they should be, the way they 

should be. 

Some Issues about Collecting 

• you’ve got a lot more than will fit into one in-basket; 

• you’re likely to get derailed into purging and organizing; 

• you may have some form of stuff already collected and organized; and/or 

• you’re likely to run across some critical things that you want to keep in front of you. 

It is important to Date everything you hand write. Start with your desktop, desk drawers, 

countertops, inside the cabinets, floors, walls and shelves, equipment, furniture and fixtures.  

Mental Gathering - Mind Sweep  

Once you feel you’ve collected all the physical things in your environment that need processing, 

you’ll want to collect anything else that may be residing in your psychic RAM – Brain. You need 

to figure out what has your attention that isn’t represented by something already in your in-basket. 

This is where the stack of plain paper really comes into play. The author recommends that you 

write out each thought, each idea, each project or thing that has your attention, on a separate sheet 

of paper. You could make one long list on a pad, but given how you will later be processing each 

item individually, it’s actually more effective to put everything on separate sheets.  

 

 

CHAPTER 6 - Processing: Getting "In" to Empty  

After collecting everything that has your attention, your job now is to actually get to the bottom of 

the in-basket. Getting “in” to empty the basket doesn’t mean actually doing all the actions and 

projects that you’ve collected. It just means identifying each item and deciding what it is, what it 

means, and what you’re going to do with it. When you’ve finished processing “in,” you will have: 

1. Trashed what you don’t need 

2. Completed any less-than-two-minute actions 

3. Handed off to others anything that can be delegated 

4. Sorted into your own organizing system reminders of actions that require more than two 

minutes; and 

5. Identified any larger commitments (projects) you now have, based on the input. 
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The best way to learn this model is by doing. But there are a few basic rules to follow: 

• Process the top item first. 

• Process one item at a time. 

• Never put anything back into it. 

The verb “process” does not mean “spend time on.” It just means “decide what the thing is and 

what action is required, and then dispatch it accordingly.”  

Most people get to their in-basket or their email and look for the most urgent, most fun, or most 

interesting stuff to deal with first. “Emergency scanning” is fine and necessary sometimes, but 

that’s not processing your in-basket. 

It's best to focus on just one thing because it forces the requisite attention and decision-making to 

get through all your stuff as opposed to doing many things at a time and losing your focus and 

control. There is an exception to the one-item-at-a-time rule which is multitasking. Some 

personality types really need to shift their focus away from something for at least a minute to 

decide on it. The first time you pick something up from your in-basket, decide what to do about it 

and where it goes. Never put it back in. 

There are some items in your in-basket that require no action, they are either: 

● Trash: Processing all the things in your world will make you more conscious of what you 

are going to do and what you should not be doing.  

● Incubate: There’s nothing to do on this now, but there might be later. 

● Reference: Permission to keep a “To File” pile. The author discovered that if you can’t get 

it into your system immediately, you're probably not ever going to.  

If you won’t do it now, you likely won't do it later either. Determine what you need to do. In order 

to decide after determining the next action step, you have to: 

● Do it (if the action takes less than two minutes). 

● Delegate it (if you’re not the most appropriate person to do the action). 

● Defer it into your organization system as an option for work to do later. 

 

 

CHAPTER 7 - Organizing: Setting up the Right Buckets  

When you have a seamless system of organization in place, it gives you tremendous power because 

it allows your mind to let go of lower-level thinking and graduate to intuitive focusing, undistracted 

by matters that have not been dealt with appropriately.  

Once you know what you need to keep track of, all you really need is LISTS and FOLDERS for 

reference and support materials. Your lists (could also be items in folders) will keep track of 

projects and someday/maybes, as well as the actions you'll need to take on your active open loops. 

Folders (digital or paper-based) will be required to hold your reference material and the support 

information for active projects. 

For the purpose of organization, there are two basic kinds of action: 

● Those that must be done on a certain day and/or at a particular time, and 
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● Those that just need to be done as soon as you can get to them, around your other 

calendared items. 

 

The most efficient way to track your action reminders is to add them to lists or folders as they 

occur to you. The originating trigger won’t be needed after you have processed it. You might take 

notes in the meeting with your boss, but you can toss those after you’ve pulled out any projects 

and actions associated with them.  

It doesn’t matter how many different lists of projects you have, so long as you look at the contents 

of all of them as often as you need to since, for the most part, you’ll do that in one fell swoop 

during your Weekly Review.  

Checklists can be highly useful to let you know what you don’t need to be concerned about. Be 

open to creating any kind of checklist as the urge strikes you. The possibilities are endless – from 

“Core Life Values” to “Things to Take Camping.” Making lists, ad hoc, as they occur. Checklists, 

if appropriately used, can be a tremendous asset in personal productivity.  

 

 

CHAPTER 8 - Reviewing: Keeping Your System Functional  

THE PURPOSE OF this whole method of workflow management  

1. To not let your brain become lax  

2. To enable your brain, move toward more elegant and productive activity  

In order to do this, the brain must engage consistently with all commitments and activities. 

You must be assured that you’re doing what you need to be doing and that it is ok to be, NOT 

doing what you are not doing. 

Reviewing your system on a regular basis and keeping it current and functional are prerequisites 

for that kind of control. 

If you have a list of calls you must make, for example, the minute that list is not totally current 

with all the calls you need to make, your brain will not trust the system, and it won’t get relief 

from its lower-level mental tasks. It will have to take back the job of remembering, processing, 

and reminding, which, as you should know by now, it doesn’t do very effectively.  

All of this means your system cannot be static. In order to support appropriate action choices, it 

must be kept up to date. And it should trigger consistent and appropriate evaluation of your life 

and work at several horizons.  

Two major issues need to be handled at this point: 

• What do you look at in all this, and when? 

• What do you need to do, and how often, to ensure that all of it works as a consistent system, 

freeing you to think and manage at a higher level? 
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What to look at and when 

Your personal system and behaviours need to be established in such a way that you can see all the 

action plans you need to see when you need to see them. 

Look at the calendar first, then the action lists. The purpose of your action list is to make you feel 

confident that you’re not missing anything critical. 

Trustworthy calendar + current action list = A productive YOU who only need to refer to these 2 

things to stay productive. 

 

Updating your system 

If you are to trust your system, you must regularly update it. 

How often – WEEKLY. 

Weekly review is whatever you need to do to get your head empty again. 

Tips for weekly review:  

• Be ruthless with yourself 

• Be the professional CEO of your life 

How to do your weekly review: 

1. Process all notes – thoughts, projects, and all inputs that have come your way since the last 

review. Purge all those not needed. 

2. Previous calendar review: scrutinize last week's calendar for action items, reference 

information, transfer the data into the active system. 

3. Upcoming calendar: look at future calendar events, capture actions about arrangements and 

preparations for any upcoming events. 

4. Empty your head; put in writing, new projects, action items, waiting-fors, 

someday/maybes, etc. 

5. Review “project list”- evaluate the status of projects, outcomes etc. 

6. Review “Next Actions” list. 

7. Review “waiting-for” lists: list appropriate actions for needed follow-up. 

8. Review any relevant checklist, is there anything you haven’t done that you need to do. 

9. Review someday/maybe list 

 

Bigger Picture 

At some point, you must clarify the larger outcomes, the long-term goals, the visions and principles 

that ultimately drive and test your decisions.  

What are your key goals and objectives in your work? What should you have in place a year or 

three years from now? How is your career going? Is this the lifestyle that is most fulfilling to you? 

Are you doing what you really want or need to do, from a deeper and longer-term perspective?  
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“Thinking is the very essence of, and the most difficult thing to do in business and in life. Empire 

builders spend hour-after-hour on mental work… while others party. If you are not consciously 

aware of putting forth the effort to exert self-guided integrated thinking… then you’re giving in to 

laziness and no longer control your life” - David Kekich 

 

 

CHAPTER 9 - Doing: Making the Best Action Choices 

WHEN IT COMES to your real-time, plow-through, get-it-done workday, how do you decide what 

to do at any given point?  

4 criteria model for choosing actions in the moment: 

1. Context 

2. Time available 

3. Energy available 

4. Priority 

The Threefold Model for Evaluating Daily Work: 

1. Doing predefined work 

2. Doing work as it shows up 

3. Defining your work  

If choosing to do work that just showed up instead of doing work you predefined is a conscious 

choice, based on your best call, that’s playing the game the best way you can. Most people, 

however, have major improvements to make in how they clarify, manage, and renegotiate their 

total inventory of projects and actions. If you let yourself get caught up in the urgencies of the 

moment, without feeling comfortable about what you’re not dealing with, the result is frustration 

and anxiety. Too often the stress and lowered effectiveness are blamed on the surprises.” If you 

know what you’re doing, and what you’re not doing, surprises are just another opportunity to be 

creative and excel.  

To ignore the unexpected (even if it were possible) would be to live without opportunity, 

spontaneity, and the rich moments of which “life” is made.  

Your ability to deal with surprise is your competitive edge. But at a certain point, if you’re not 

catching up and getting things under control, staying busy with only the work at hand will 

undermine your effectiveness. And ultimately, in order to know whether you should stop what 

you’re doing and do something else, you’ll need to have a good sense of what your job requires 

and how that fits into the other contexts of your life. The only way you can have that is to evaluate 

your life and work appropriately at multiple horizons. 

“Your work is to discover your work and then with all your heart to give yourself to it.” - Buddha 

Getting things done, and feeling good about it, means being willing to recognize, acknowledge, 

and appropriately manage all the things that have your consciousness engaged. Mastering the art 

of stress-free productivity requires it.  
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“The best place to succeed is where you are with what you have.” - Charles Schwab  

If you make a complete list of all the things you want to have happen in your life and work at this 

level, you’ll discover that there are actions you need to do that you hadn’t realized. Just creating 

this objective inventory will give you a firmer basis on which to make decisions about what to do 

when you have discretionary time. Invariably, when people get their “Projects” list up-to-date, 

they discover there are several things that could be done readily to move things they care about 

forward.  

Very few people have this clear data defined and available to themselves in some objective form. 

Before any discussion about what should be done this afternoon can take place, this information 

must be at hand.  

Again, if you’ve been putting into practice the methodology of Getting Things Done, your 

“Projects” list will be where it needs to be. For most people, it takes ten to fifteen hours of 

collecting, processing, and organizing to get to the point of trusting the thoroughness of their 

inventory.  

So, take your time if you must. 

 

 

CHAPTER 10 - Getting Projects Under Control 

There are two types of projects that deserve at least some sort of planning activity:  

1. those that still have your attention even after you’ve determined their next actions, and  

2. those about which potentially useful ideas and supportive detail just show up.  

Don’t lose any ideas about projects that could potentially be useful. Many times you’ll think of 

something you don’t want to forget when you are at a place that has nothing to do with the project. 

You’re driving to the store, for example, and you think of a great way that you might want to start 

off the next staff meeting. Or you’re stirring the spaghetti sauce in the kitchen, and it occurs to you 

that you might want to give out nice tote bags to participants in the upcoming conference. Or 

you’re watching the evening news when you suddenly remember another key person you might 

want to include in the advisory council you’re putting together.  

If these aren’t specifically next actions that can go directly on your action lists, you’ll still need to 

capture and organize them somewhere that makes sense. Of course, the most critical tools for 

ensuring that nothing gets lost is your collection system – your in-basket, pad, and paper (or 

equivalents) at work and at home, and in a portable version (an index card) while you’re out and 

about. You need to hold all your ideas until you later decide what to do with them.  

No matter at what level project ideas show up, it’s great to have good tools always close at hand 

for capturing them as they occur. Once they’ve been captured, it’s useful to have access to them 

whenever you need to refer to them.  
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How Do I Apply All This in My World?  

Just as your “Next Actions” lists need to be up-to-date, so, too, does your “Projects” list. That 

done, give yourself a block of time, ideally between one and three hours, to handle as much of the 

“vertical” thinking about each project as you can.  

Clear the deck, create a context, and do some creative project thinking. You’ll then be way ahead 

of most people.  

At the very least, right now or as soon as possible, take those few of your projects that you have 

the most attention on or interest in right now and do some thinking and collecting and organizing 

on them, using whatever tools seem most appropriate.  

Focus on each one, one at a time, top to bottom. As you do, ask yourself, “What about this do I 

want to know, capture or remember?”  

You may just want to mind-map some thoughts on a piece of paper, make a file, and toss the paper 

into it. You may come up with some simple bullet-point headings to attach as a “note” in your 

software organizer. Or you could create a Word file and start an outline on it.  

“Let our advance worrying become advance thinking and planning.” - Winston Churchill  

The key is to get comfortable with having and using your ideas. And to acquire the habit of 

focusing your energy constructively, on intended outcomes and open loops, before you have to. 

 

 

PART 3: THE POWER OF THE KEY PRINCIPLES 

CHAPTER 11 - The Power of the Collection Habit  

THERE’S MUCH MORE to these simple techniques and models than may appear at first glance. 

Indeed, they offer a systematic method to keep your mind distraction-free, ensuring a high level 

of efficiency and effectiveness in your work. That in itself would be sufficient reason to implement 

these practices. When people with whom you interact notice that without fail you receive, process, 

and organize in an airtight manner the exchanges and agreements they have with you, they begin 

to trust you in a unique way. 

The collection habit has a lot of benefits, and most times when we begin to put in work in collecting 

and organizing our life, we feel two major feelings – Anxiety and Relief. 

- Anxiety and Guilt: associated with it - “I could have, should have, ought to have (before 

now) done this.”  

- Relief: that you’re finally doing it and the joy of your life being in order. 

Where do the not-so-good feelings come from? Too much to do? No, there is always too much to 

do. If you felt bad simply because there was more to do than you could do, you’d never get rid of 

that feeling. Having too much to do is not the source of the negative feeling. It comes from a 

different place.  
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The sense of anxiety and guilt doesn’t come from having too much to do; it’s the automatic result 

of breaking agreements with yourself.  
 

How Do You Prevent Broken Agreements with Yourself?  

If the negative feelings come from broken agreements, you have three options for dealing with 

them and eliminating the negative consequences:  

• Don’t make the agreement.                                                                                                     

• Complete the agreement. 

• Renegotiate the agreement.  

All of these can work to get rid of the unpleasant feelings.  

• Don’t make the agreement: The discipline of putting everything that has your attention into 

your in-basket causes you to reconsider what you really want to do anything about. If you’re 

not willing to toss a note about it into “in,” just let it go!  One of the best things about this 

whole method is that when you really take the responsibility to capture and track what’s on 

your mind, you’ll think twice about making commitments internally that you don’t really need 

or want to make. Not being aware of all you have to do is much like having a credit card for 

which you don’t know the balance or the limit—it’s a lot easier to be irresponsible.  

 

• Complete the agreement: Another way to get rid of the negative feelings about your stuff is 

to just finish it and be able to mark it off as done. You actually love to do things, as long as 

you get the feeling that you’ve completed something. It’s a lot easier to complete agreements 

when you know what they are. 

 

•  Renegotiate the agreement: A renegotiated agreement is not a broken one. The fact that you 

can’t remember an agreement you made with yourself does not mean that you are not holding 

yourself liable for it. As soon as you tell yourself that you should do something if you file it 

only in your short-term memory, there’s a part of you that thinks you should be doing it all 

the time. And that means that as soon as you’ve given yourself two things to do, and filed 

them only in your head, you’ve created instant and automatic stress and failure, because you 

can’t do them both at the same time.  

 

How Much Collection Is Required?  

You’ll feel better collecting anything that you haven’t collected yet. When you say to yourself, 

“Oh, that’s right, I need to get butter next time I’m at the store,” and you write it on your grocery 

list, you’ll feel better. When you remember, “I’ve got to call my banker about the trust fund,” and 

you write that down someplace where you know you’ll see it when you’re at a phone, you’ll feel 

better. But there will be a light-year’s difference when you know you have it all.  

I suggest that you use your mind to think about things, rather than think of them. You want to be 

adding value as you think about projects and people, not simply reminding yourself they exist. To 

fully realize that more productive place, you will need to capture it all. It takes focus and a change 

of habit to train yourself to recognize and download even the smallest agreements with yourself as 

they’re created in your mind. Doing the collection process as fully as you can, and then 

incorporating the behaviour of capturing all the new things as they emerge, will be empowering 

and productive. 
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CHAPTER 12 - The Power of the Next-Action Decision  

When a culture adopts ‘What’s the next action?’ as a standard operating query, there’s an automatic 

increase in energy, productivity, clarity, and focus. Defining what real doing looks like, on the 

most basic level, and organizing placeholder reminders that we can trust, are master keys to 

productivity enhancement.  

“The secret of getting ahead is getting started. The secret of getting started is breaking your 

complex overwhelming tasks into small manageable tasks, and then starting on the first one.” – 

Mark Twain  

Without a next action, there remains a potentially infinite gap between current reality and what 

you need to do.  

Instead of writing “Get a tune-up for the car”, on your list, think of the task in action item and 

write: “Call the garage to book an appointment to get a tune-up for the car”. Before putting that 

down, ask yourself, “Do I have the garage’s number?” If No, your real next action is: “Call so-so 

for the number of the garage”. 

If you capture all the things that have your attention during the mind-sweep, go through the list 

again and decide on the single very next action to take on every one of them. Notice what happens 

to your energy.  

Avoiding action decisions until the pressure of the last minute creates huge inefficiencies and 

unnecessary stress.  

The importance of the next action question? Clarity, Accountability, Productivity, and 

Empowerment.  

 

 

CHAPTER 13 - The Power of Outcome Focusing  

THE POWER OF directing our mental and imaginative processes to create change has been 

studied and promoted in thousands of contexts – from the early “positive thinking” books to recent 

discoveries in advanced neurophysiology.  

Defining specific projects and next actions that address real quality-of-life issues is productivity 

at its best. It’s all connected. You can’t really define the right action until you know the outcome, 

and your outcome is disconnected from reality if you’re not clear about what you need to do 

physically to make it happen. You can get at it from either direction, and you must, to get things 

done.  

There are only two problems in life:  

1. you know what you want, and you don’t know how to get it; and/or  

2. you don’t know what you want. If that’s true (and I think it is) then there are only two solutions:  

• Make it up.  

• Make it happen. 
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“Life affords no higher pleasure than that of surmounting difficulties, passing from one step of 

success to another, forming new wishes and seeing them gratified.” - Dr Samuel Johnson  

Once you’ve decided that there is something to be changed and a mold to fill, you ask yourself, 

“How do I now make this happen?” and/or “What resources do I need to allocate to make it 

happen?” (“What’s the next action?”).  

Your life and work are made up of outcomes and actions. When your operational behaviour is 

grooved to organize everything that comes your way, at all levels, based upon those dynamics, a 

deep alignment occurs, and wondrous things emerge. You become highly productive. You make 

things up, and you make them happen.   

“What does this mean to me?” “What do I want to have be true about it?” “What’s the next step 

required to make that happen?” These are the cornerstone questions we must answer, at some 

point, about everything. This thinking, and the tools that support it, will serve you in ways you 

may not yet imagine.  

 

The Power of Natural Planning  

The value of all this natural project planning is that it provides an integrated, flexible, aligned way 

to think through any situation.  

“An idealist believes that the short run doesn’t count. A cynic believes the long run doesn’t matter. 

A realist believes that what is done or left undone in the short run determines the long run.” - 

Sidney J. Harris 

Being comfortable with challenging the purpose of anything you may be doing is healthy and 

mature. Being able to “make up” visions and images of success, before the methods are clear, is a 

phenomenal trait to strengthen. Being willing to have ideas, good or bad, and to express and 

capture all of them without judgments is critical for fully accessing creative intelligence. Honing 

multiple ideas and types of information into components, sequences, and priorities aimed toward 

a specific outcome is a necessary mental discipline. And deciding on and taking real next actions 

– actually moving on something in the physical world – are the essence of productivity.  

Being able to bring all these ingredients together, with appropriate timing and balance, is perhaps 

the major component of professional competence for this new millennium. 

“A vision without a task is but a dream, a task without a vision is drudgery, a vision and a task is 

the hope of the world.” - From a church in Sussex, England, ca. 1730  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

To consistently stay on course, you’ll have to do some things that may not be habits yet: keep 

everything out of your head; decide actions and outcomes when things first emerge on your radar, 

instead of later; and regularly review and update the complete inventory of open loops of your life 

and work. Don’t be surprised, though, if it takes a little while to make them automatic. Be patient, 

and enjoy the process.  
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Some final tips for moving forward:  

• Get your personal physical organization hardware set up. Get your workstation organized. 

Get in-baskets. Create a personal filing system – for work and home. Get a good list-

management organizer that you are inspired to play with. I also suggest that you permit 

yourself to make any changes that you have been contemplating for enhancing your work 

environment. Hang pictures, buy pens, toss stuff, rearrange your workspace. Support your 

fresh start. 

 

• Set aside some time when you can tackle one whole area of your office, and then each part 

of your house. Gather everything into your system, and work through the Getting Things 

Done process. 

 

• Share anything of value you’ve gleaned from this with someone else. (It’s the fastest way to 

learn.) 

 

• Review Getting Things Done again in three to six months. You’ll notice things you might 

have missed the first time. 

 

‘GETTING THINGS DONE’ WORKFLOW 

 


