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"The Season's Best Reads for Work-Life Advicemy.favorite
on organizing your lifeGetting Things Done . offers help build-
ing the new mental skills needed in an age of tasking and
overload."

—Sue Shellenbargerhe Wall Street Journal

"I recently attended David's seminar on gettingaoized, and after
seeing him in action | have hope . .. David Alle@minar was an
eye-opener."

—Stewart AlsopFortune

"Allen drops down from high-level philosophizingtte fine details
of time management. Take a minute to check thisoomé
—Mark Henricks Entrepreneur

"David Allen's productivity principles are rooted Ibig ideas ...
but they're also eminently practical."
—Keith H. Hammonds-ast Company

"David Allen brings new clarity to the power of pase, the
essential nature of relaxation, and deceptivelypkErguidelines
for getting things done. He employs extensive erpee, per-
sonal stories, and his own recipe for simplicipged, and fun."
—TFrances Hesselbein, chairman, board of governors,

The Drucker Foundation

"Anyone who reads this book can apply this knowtedd these
skills in their lives for immediate results."
—Stephen P. Magee, chaired professor of business an
economics, University of Texas at Austin



"A true skeptic of most management fixes, | haveap David's
program is a winner!"
—Joline Godfrey, CEO, Independent Means, Inc. and
author ofOur Wildest Dreams

"Getting Things Doneescribes an incredibly practical process that
can help busy people regain control of their livesan help you
be more successful. Even more important, it cap el have a
happier life!"
—NMarshall Goldsmith, coeditofhe Leader of the Future
andCoaching for Leadership

"WARNING: ReadingGetting Things Donean be hazardous
to your old habits of procrastination. David Allergpproach is
refreshingly simple and intuitive. He provides #ystems, tools,
and tips to achieve profound results."
—Carola Endicott, director, Quality Resources, New
England Medical Center
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Welcome tdGetting Things Done

WELCOME TO A gold mine of insights into stratedieshow to have
more energy, be more relaxed, and get a lot marengaished
with much less effort. If you're like me, you ligetting things
done and doing them well, and yet you also wasatmr life in
ways that seem increasingly elusive if not dowririgipossible if
you're working too hard. This doesn't have to beetimer-or
proposition. ltis possible to be effectivelgoing while you are
delightfully being,in your ordinary workaday world.

| think efficiency is a good thing. Maybe what yewdoing is
important, interesting, or useful; or maybe ittiwit it has to be
done anyway. In the first case you want to get ashnneturn as
you can on your investment of time and energy. In
the second, you want to get on to other thingasts f The art of resting
as you can, without any nagging loose ends. the mind and the

And whateveryou're doing, you'd probably like Power of .
be more relaxed, confident that whatever you'reag@iSmissing from it
at the moment is just what you need to be doingt ! ¢&€ andworry
having a beer with your staff after hours, gazingaan'> PO°aPl one of

: Sy . . N, . the secrets of our
sleeping child in his or her crib at midnight, asnc
the e-mail in front of you, or spending a few imﬁaigrea_tgzniam]
minutes with the potential new client after the tinge P A '
is exactly what yooughtto be doing, as you're doing it.

Teaching you how to be maximally efficient and
relaxed, whenever you need or want to be, was nity pugpose
in writing this book.

Xi
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WELCOME TO GETTING THINGS DONE

| have searched for a long time, as you may haverfswers
to the questions ofhatto do,whento do it, andhowto do it.
And after twenty-plus years of developing and aipglynew
methods for personal and organizational produgtidtongside
years of rigorous exploration in the self-developtraena, | can
attest that there is no single, once-and-for-dlitsm. No soft-
ware, seminar, cool personal planner, or persoisgdion state-
ment will simplify your workday or make your choicor you as
you move through your day, week, and life. Whattgamnjust
when you learn how to enhance your productivity dedision-
making at one level, you'll graduate to the nexepted batch of
responsibilities and creative goals, whose newesiggs will defy
the ability of any simple formula or buzzword-duxjdo get you
what you want, the way you want to get it.

But if there's no single means of perfecting peasorgani-
zation and productivity, therare things we can do to facilitate
them. As | have personally matured, from year tr ykve found
deeper and more meaningful, more significant thiogecus on
and be aware of and do. And I've uncovered simgleggses that
we can all learn to use that will vastly improve ability to deal
proactively and constructively with the mundanditiea of the
world.

What follows is a compilation of more than two dibesl
worth of discoveries about personal productivity-gtfide to
maximizing output and minimizing input, and to dpiso in a
world in which work is increasingly voluminous aachbiguous. |
have spent many thousands of hours coaching pémpline
trenches" at their desks, helping them procesoegahize all of
their work at hand. The methods | have uncovergd peoved to
be highly effective in all types of organizatioasgevery job level,
across cultures, and even at home and school. tkfesity years
of coaching and training some of the world's maoghssticated
and productive professionals, | know the worldugsdry for these
methods.

Executives at the top are looking to instill "retbd execu-
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tion" in themselves and their people as a basiwdatal. They
know, and | know, that behind closed doors, aftaur, there
remain unanswered calls, tasks to be delegatedhaggsed issues
from meetings and conversations, personal respititisg
unmanaged, and dozens of e-mails still not dedh.Wilany of
these businesspeople are successful becausesibe ttriey solve
and the opportunities they take advantage of aygebithan the
problems they allow and create in their own offiaed briefcases.
But given the pace of business and life today etipgation is in
guestion.

On the one hand, we need proven tools that canpeelple
focus their energies strategically and tacticalighaut letting
anything fall through the cracks. On the other,nged to create
work environments and skills that will keep the mipsested
people from burning out due to stress. We needipesiork-
style standards that will attract and retain thet bad brightest.

We know this information is sorely needed in orgatibns.
It's also needed in schools, where our kids atensti being
taught how to process information, how to focusottomes, or
what actions to take to make them happen. Andlifarf as indi-
vidually, it's needed so we can take advantagé thfeaopportuni-
ties we're given to add value to our world in atansble,
self-nurturing way.

The power, simplicity, and effectiveness of what tilking about
in Getting Things Donare best experienced experiences, in real
time, with real situations in your real world. Nesarily, the book
must put the essence of this dynamic art of workfioanage-
ment and personal productivity into a linear formate tried
to organize it in such a way as to give you bothitispiring big-
picture view and a taste of immediate results asggoalong.

The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 dessrithe
whole game, providing a brief overview of the sgstand an
explanation of why it's unique and timely, and tpessenting the
basic methodologies themselves in their most coselkiand

Xiii



WELCOME TO GETTING THINGS DONE

basic form. Part 2 shows you how to implement tysten.
It's your personal coaching, step by step, on ithegritty appli-
cation of the models. Part 3 goes even deeperribdiegcthe
subtler and more profound results you can expeehwibu incor-
porate the methodologies and models into your vamidk your
life.

| want you to hop in. | want you to test this stadft, even
challenge it. | want you to find out for yoursdiait what | prom-
ise is not only possible but instantly accessiblgau personally.
And | want you to know that everything | proposeasy to dolt
involves no new skills at all. You already know htmfocus, how
to write things down, how to decide on outcomesawiibns, and
how to review options and make choices. You'lldetie that
many of the things you've been doing instinctivaahg intuitively
all along arearight. I'll give you ways to leverage those basic skills
into new plateaus of effectiveness. | want to irespou to put all
this into a new behavior set that will blow yourmichi

Throughout the book | refer to my coaching and sansi
on this material. I've worked as a "managementdtarg” for
the last two decades, alone and in small partrEssMy work
has consisted primarily of doing private produdyivioaching
and conducting seminars based on the methods prddeere. |
(and my colleagues) have coached more than a thdusédi-
viduals, trained hundreds of thousands of profaatgpand deliv-
ered many hundreds of public seminars; This ishtekground
from which | have drawn my experience and examples.

The promise here was well described by a clientiné who
wrote, "When | habitually applied the tenets oktprogram it
savedmy life . . . when | faithfully applied them,dhangedny life.
This is a vaccination against day-to-day fire-figbt(the so-
called urgent and crisis demands of any given waykend an
antidote for the imbalance many people bring upemselves."

Xiv
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Things Done




A New Practice for a New Reality

IT'S POSSIBLE FOR a person to have an overwhelmimgber of
things to do and still function productively wittckear head and a
positive sense of relaxed control. That's a grest te live and
work, at elevated levels of effectiveness and iefiiry. It's also
becoming a critical operational style required wécessful and
high-performing professionals. You already know htawdo
everything necessary to achieve this high-perfoomastate. If
you're like most people, however, you need to athgge skills in

a more timely, complete, and systematic way socaouget on top

of it all instead of feeling buried. And though the

method and the techniques | describe in this |Anxiety is caused
are immensely practical and based on common ¢by a lack of control,
most people will have some major work habits organization,
must be modified before they can implement preparation, and
system. The small changes required—changes iacton:

way you clarify and organize all the things thamec —Pavid
mand your attention—could represent a significant
shift in how you approach some key aspects of gayrto-day
work. Many of my clients have referred to this asignificant
paradigm shift.

The methods | present here are all based on twolbjeg-
tives:(1) capturingll thethings that need to get done—now, later,
someday, big, little, or in between—into a logiaadl trusted sys-
tem outside of your head and off your mind; andd{&giplining
yourself to make front-end decisions about all ef'imputs” you
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let into your life so that you will always have &mp for "next
actions" that you can implement or renegotiatagtraoment.

This book offers a proven method for this kind dajha
performance workflow management. It provides gamdst tips,
techniques, and tricks for implementation. As yalidcover, the
principles and methods are instantly usable andicapfe to
everything you have to do in your personal as aslour profes-
sional life.* You can incorporate, as many othergehbefore you,
what | describe as an ongoing dynamic style ofaipey in your
work and in your world. Or, like still others, yaan simply use
this as a guide to getting back into better contidoén you feel
you need to.

The Problem: New Demands,
Insufficient Resources

Almost everyone | encounter these days feels rsheihas too
much to handle and not enough time to get it afleddn the
course of a single recent week, | consulted withadner in a
major global investment firm who was concerned thatnew
corporate-management responsibilities he was beffeyed
would stress his family commitments beyond thetsirand with
a midlevel human-resources manager trying to staypjp of her
150-plus e-mail requests per day fueled by the gbdbubling
the company's regional office staff from elevendred to two
thousand people in one year, all as she trieddiegira social life
for herself on the weekends.

A paradox has emerged in this new millennium: pebplve

*| consider "work," in its most universal sense,nasaning anything that you
want or need to be different than it currentlyNany people make a distinc-
tion between "work" and "personal life," but | dotd me, weeding the garden
or updating my will is just as much "work" as wni this book or coaching a
client. All the methods and techniques in this baok applicable across that
life/lwork spectrum—to be effective, they need to be
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enhanced quality of life, but at the same time thieyadding to
their stress levels by taking on more than theyehagources to
handle. It's as though their eyes were bigger thein stomachs.
And most people are to some degree frustrated arlgxed

about how to improve the situation.

Work No Longer Has Clear Boundaries

A major factor in the mounting stress level is ttie

actual nature of our jobs has changed much morTime is the
matically and rapidly than have our training fordauality of nature
our ability to deal with work. In just the last half that keeps events
the twentieth century, what constituted "work" frefom happening all
industrialized world was transformed from assen?® °nce Laely it
line, make-it and move-it kinds of activity to w 9oesntseemtobe
Peter Drucker has so aptly termed "knowledge work woking

In the old days, work was self-evident. Fields_/monymOus
were to be plowed, machines tooled, boxes packed,

cows milked, widgets cranked. You knew what worH tabe
done—you could see it. It was clear when the waak finished,

or not finished.

Now, for many of us, there are no edges to mostioproj-

ects. Most people | know have at least half a dtiziegs they're
trying to achieve right now, and even if they hagl t
rest of their lives to try, they wouldn't be alddihish ~ Almost every
these to perfection. You're probably faced with th project could be
same dilemma. How good could that conferencdonebetter, adan
potentially be? How effective could the training-pr "finite quantiy of
gram be, or the structure of your executives' campe!Mormation is now
sation package? How inspiring is the essay you /alable thatcould
writing? How motivating the staff meeting? How make that happen.
functional the reorganization? And a last question:
How much available data could be relevant to dtige proj-
ects "better"? The answer is, an infinite amovasilg accessible,
or at least potentially so, through the Web.

On another front, the lack of edges can createework
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for everyone. Many of today's organizational outesmequire
cross-divisional communication, cooperation, andagement.
Our individual office silos are crumbling, and withem is going
the luxury of not having to read cc'd e-mails frtme marketing
department, or from human resources, or from saiigoa, deal-
with-a-certain-issue committee.

Our Jobs Keep Changing

The disintegrating edges of our projects and oukwim general
would be challenging enough for anyone. But nowmuest add
to that equation the constantly shifting definitiohour jobs. |
often ask in my seminars, "Which of you are dointy avhat you
were hired to do?" Seldom do | get a raised harsdaorphous
as edgeless work may be, if you had the chandictoveith some
specifically described job long enough, you'd pldpdigure out
what you needed to do—how much, at what level—&y st

sane.

But few have that luxury anymore, for two reasons:

We can never
really be prepared
for that which is
wholly new. We
have to adjust , ¢
ourselves, and
every radical
adjustment is a
crisis in self-
esteem: we underggc
a test, we have to
prove ourselves. It
needs subordinate
self-confidence to
face drastic change
without inner
trembling.

—Fric

Hoffer

1 | The organizations we're involved with seem to

2

be in constant morph mode, with ever-changing
goals, products, partners, customers, markets,
technologies, and owners. These all, by neces-
sity, shake up structures, forms, roles, and
responsibilities.

The average professional is more of a freetagen
these days than ever before, changing careers as
often as his or her parents once changed jobs.
Even fortysomethings and fiftysomethings hold
to standards of continual growth. Their aims are
just more integrated into the mainstream now,
covered by the catchall "professional, manage-
ment, and executive development"—which sim-
ply means they won't keep doing what they're
doing for any extended period of time.
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Little seems clear for very long anymore, as favhat our
work is and what or how much input may be relevant
to doing it well. We're allowing in huge amountsThe bumer I go,
information and communication from the outhebehinderiget
world and generating an equally large volume g;Anonymous
ideas and agreements with ourselves and others from
our inner world. And we haven't been well equipfmedeal with
this huge number of internal and external commitsien

The Old Models and Habits Are Insufficient

Neither our standard education, nor traditionaktimanagement

models, nor the plethora of organizing tools awddasuch as

personal notebook planners, Microsoft Outlook, atnP per-

sonal digital assistants (PDAs), has given us blevimeans of

meeting the new demands placed on us. If yousd td use any

of these processes or tools, you've probably found

them unable to accommodate the speed, complevih

and changing priority factors inherent in what '"¢Windsand

are doing. The ability to be successful, relaxeui i"/ves are aways
. . . on the side of the

control during these fertile but turbulent tlmesablest navigators,

demands new ways of thinking and working. T|_ggward Gibbon

is a great need for new methods, technologies, and

work habits to help us get on top of our world.

The traditional approaches to time management @&mnd p

sonal organization were useful in their time. Theyvided help-

ful reference points for a workforce that was gisterging from

an industrial assembly-line modality into a newdkat work that

included choices about what to do and discretimuatvhen to

do it. When "time" itself turned into a work fact@ersonal cal-

endars became a key work tool. (Even as late aE9B@s many

professionals considered having a pocket Day-Tihgeessence

of being organized, and many people today thinkeif calendar

as the central tool for being in control.) Alonghwiiscretionary

time also came the need to make good choices albmitto do.

"ABC" priority codes and daily "to-do" lists werektechniques
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that people developed to help them sort througin tdheices in
some meaningful way. If you had the freedom todkeevhat to
do, you also had the responsibility to make goauices, given
your "priorities."

What you've probably discovered, at least at sawel,lis
that a calendar, though important, can really &ffely manage
only a small portion of what you need to organixad daily
to-do lists and simplified priority coding have pen inadequate
to deal with the volume and variable nature ofahxerage profes-
sional's workload. More and more people's jobsnaade up of
dozens or even hundreds of e-mails a day, withatitoide left to
ignore a single request, complaint, or order. Tlaeesfew people
who can (or even should) expect to code everytim@A," a "B,"
or a "C" priority, or who can maintain some predweiaed list of
to-dos that the first telephone call or interrupticom their boss
won't totallyundo.

The "Big Picture" vs. the Nitty-Gritty

At the other end of the spectrum, a huge numbdrusfness
books, models, seminars, and gurus have champibaébigger
view" as the solution to dealing with our complearld. Clarify-
ing major goals and values, so the thinking goessgorder,
meaning, and direction to our work. In practicewhwer, the
well-intentioned exercise of values thinking todeof does not
achieve its desired results. | have seen too matiyese efforts
fail, for one or more of the following three reason

1 | There is too much distraction at the day-tg-th@ur-to-
hour level of commitments to allow for approprifdeus on
the higher levels.

2 | Ineffective personal organizational systeresterhuge sub-
conscious resistance to undertaking even bigggeqtscand
goals that will likely not be managed well, andtthdl in
turn cause evemoredistraction and stress.

3 | When loftier levels and values actualtg clarified, it raises
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the bar of our standards, making us notice th Focusing on values
much more that needs changing. We are alrea does not simplify
having a serious negative reaction to the oveyour life. It gives
whelming number of things we have to do. Arj(meaningand
what created much of the work that's on thogdirecton—and a

lists in the first place? Our values! lot
more complexity.

Focusing on primary outcomes and valiges critical exer-
cise, certainly. But it does not mean there is testo, or fewer
challenges in getting the work done. Quite the eyt it just
ups the ante in the game, which still must be plajesy to day.
For a human-resources executive, for example, idegctd deal
with quality-of-work-life issues in order to attteend keep key
talent doesmot make things simpler.

There has been a missing piece in our new culfukeawl-
edge work: a system with a coherent set of behsend tools
that functions effectively at the level at whichnwaeally hap-
pens. It must incorporate the results of big-pietthinking
as well as the smallest of open details. It mustaga multi-
ple tiers of priorities. It must maintain controley hundreds
of new inputs daily. It must save a lot more time &ffort than
are needed to maintain it. It must make it easigydt things
done.

The Promise: The "Ready State"
of the Martial Artist

Reflect for a moment on what it actually might ike If your per-
sonal management situation were totally under obrat all lev-
els and at all times. What if you could dedically flilOO percent
of your attention to whatever was at hand, at youm choosing,
with no distraction?

It is possible. Therés a way to get a grip on it all, stay
relaxed, and get meaningful things done with minieffort,
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lack of attention,
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across the whole spectrum of your life and worku Yo
can experience what the martial artists call a "mind

whether it be to
cleaning windows
or trying to write

like water" and top athletes refer to as the "Zbne,
within the complex world in which you're engaged.
In fact, you have probably already been in thitesta

amasterpiece. from time to time.
- It's a condition of working, doing, and being in
Nadia which the mind is clear and constructive things are
Boulanger  happening. It's a state that is accessible by enery
and one that is increasingly needed to deal efédygti
with the complexity of life in the twenty-first cemy.
Your ability to More and more it will be a required condition for

high-performance professionals who wish to maintain
balance and a consistent positive output in thefkw
World-class rower Craig Lambert has described how
it feels inMind Over WatefHoughton Miffin, 1998):

generate power is
directly proportional
to your ability to
relax.

Rowers have a word for this frictionless state:rgwi . . Recall
the pure joy of riding on a backyard swing: an eaggle of
motion, the momentum coming from the swing it6baK. swing
carries us; we do not force it. We pump our legdriee our arc
higher, but gravity does most of the work. We artesn much
swinging as being swung. The boat swings you. Aéléwants
to move fast: Speed sings in its lines and natDte.job is
simply to work with the shell, to stop holdingatck with our
thrashing struggles to go faster. Trying too haatiatages boat
speed. Trying becomes striving and striving undtse$f Social
climbers strive to be aristocrats but their effgt®ve them no
such thing. Aristocrats do not strive; they hawveatly arrived.
Swing is a state of arrival.

The "Mind Like Water" Simile

In karate there is an image that's used to defiagosition of
perfect readiness: "mind like water." Imagine thrayva pebble
into a still pond. How does the water respond? dinawver is,

10
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totally appropriately to the force and mass of Ifyour mindis
input; then it returns to calm. It doesn't overteaxeMpPY. itis aways
underreact. ready for anything;

The power in a karate punch comes from spee 'S 0Pen
not muscle; it comes from a focused "pop"” at thee erEVeYing: _
of the whip. That's why petite people can learn tu_Sbunryu Suzukd
break boards and bricks with their hands: it daesn'
take calluses or brute strength, just the abilitgen-
erate a focused thrust with speed. But a tensel@iascslow one.
So the high levels of training in the martial &esch and demand
balance and relaxation as much as anything elsarigt the
mind and being flexible are key.

Anything that causes you to overreact or under-
react can control you, and often does. RespoiAnthing that
inappropriately to your e-mail, your staff, youroj cIsesyouto
ects, your unread magazines, your thoughts 0véreactor
what you need to do, your children, or your bodé
lead to less effective results than you'd like. t;;z:c::g::'and
people give either more or less attention to thinys
than they deserve, simply because they don't @perat
with a "mind like water."

underreact can

There is one thing
we can do, and the

Can You Get into Your "Productive State" .
happiest people are

Whgn Required? . . those who can do
Think about the last time you felt highly produ€t;; ., ihe fimit of
You probably had a sense of being in control; yeir apility. we
were not stressed out; you were highly focuse can be completely
what you were doing; time tended to disap present. We can
(lunchtime already?); and you felt you were manbe all here. We
noticeable progress toward a meaningful outccan... give all
Would you like to have more such experiences?  our attention to
And if you get seriously famut of thaithe opportunity
state—and start to feel out of control, stresbeforeus.
out, unfocused, bored, and stuck—do you have the —
ability to get yourself backito it? That's where the Mark

11
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methodology ofSetting Things Doneiill have the greatest impact
on your life, by showing you how to get back torichlike water,"
with all your resources and faculties functionihg maximum level.

The Principle: Dealing Effectively
with Internal Commitments

A basic truism | have discovered over twenty yedirsoaching
and training is that most of the stress people rpee comes
from inappropriately managed commitments they make
accept. Even those who are not consciously "stlesst will
invariably experience greater relaxation, bettecufy and
increased productive energy when they learn mdeetafely to
control the "open loops" of their lives.

You've probably made many more agreements withsgdfur
than you realize, and every single one of themebitittle—is
being tracked by a less-than-conscious part of Yhase are the
"incompletes," or "open loops," which | define agtaing pulling
at your attention that doesn't belong where iths, way it is.
Open loops can include everything from really lmegdo items
like "End world hunger" to the more modest "Hirevrassistant"
to the tiniest task such as "Replace electric psharpener.”

It's likely that you also have more internal conmaihts cur-
rently in play than you're aware of. Consider haanynthings you
feel even the smallest amount of responsibility to

Anything that does change, finish, handle, or do something about. You
not belong where it have a commitment, for instance, to deal in some
Is, the way itis, s \yaqy with every new communication landing in your
an‘openloop”  a_maijl, on your voice-mail, and in your in-basket.

pulling on your
attention.

And surely there are numerous projects that you
sense need to be defined in your areas of responsi-
bility, as well as goals and directions to be 6kt a

career to be managed, and life in general to beikdyalance.
You have accepted some level of internal respditgituir every-
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thing in your life and work that represents an ofwap of any
sort.

In order to deal effectively with all of that, yaaust first
identify and collect all those things that are giitg your bell"
in some way, and then plan how to handle them. fagt seem
like a simple thing to do, but in practice mostglealon't know
how to do it in a consistent way.

The Basic Requirements for Managing Commitments
Managing commitments well requires the implemeatatbf
some basic activities and behaviors:

e First of all, if it's on your mind, your mind isiclear. Anything
you consider unfinished in any way must be captimedrusted
system outside your mind, or what | call a coltatthucket, that
you know you'll come back to regularly and sorbtiyh.

» Second, you must clarify exactly what your commitine and
decide what you have to do, if anything, to makegpess
toward fulfilling it.

Third, once you've decided on all the actions yeedto take,
you must keep reminders of them organized in segysiou
review regularly.

An Important Exercise to Test This Model
| suggest that yowrite down the project or situation that is most on
your mind at this momenthat most "bugs" you, distracts you, or
interests you, or in some other way consumes a [aag of your
conscious attention? It may be a project or prolitenis really
"in your face," something you are being presselaiadle, or a
situation you feel you must deal with sooner rathan later.
Maybe you have a vacation trip coming up that yeednto
make some major last-minute decisions about. Crgpar you
just inherited six million dollars and you don'tda what to do
with the cash. Whatever.

13



THE ART OF GETTING TH NGS DONE | PART Q\E

Got it? Good. Now describe, in a single writtenteane,
your intended successful outcome for this problersitoation.
In other words, what would need to happen for yoeheck
this "project” off as "done"? It could be as simpke"Take the
Hawaii vacation," "Handle situation with customet’ ¥Resolve
college situation with Susan," "Clarify new divisa manage-
ment structure,” or "Implement new investment sggt" All
clear? Great.

Now write down thevery next physical action required to move
the situation forwardlf you had nothing else to do in your life but
get closure on this, where would you go right namd what visi-
ble action would you take? Would you pick up a ghand make
a call? Go to your computer and write an e-maitd8ivn with
pen and paper and brainstorm about it? Talk fadade with
your spouse, your secretary, your attorney, or $ogs? Buy nails
at the hardware store? What?

Got the answer to that? Good.

Was there any value for you in these two minutebiok-

ing? If you're like the vast majority of people wtmmplete that

drill during my seminars, you'll be experiencing at

Think like a man least a tiny bit of enhanced control, relaxatiorg a
of action, act like &ocus. You'll also be feeling more motivated taact
man of thought” z]ly do something about that situation you've merely
—Henry Bergson  heen thinking about till now. Imagine that iaat

tion magnified a thousandfold, as a way to live and

work.

If anything at all positive happened for you irstliitle exer-
cise, think about this: What changed? What happtnectate that
improved condition within your own experience? Sheation itself
is no further along, at least in the physical woitld certainly not
finished yet. What probably happened is that yquiaed a clearer
definition of the outcome desired and the nexbaatquired.

But what created that? The answettigking.Not a lot, just
enough to solidify your commitment and the resosireguired
to fulfill it.

14
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The Real Work of Knowledge Work

Welcome to the real-life experience of "knowledgeky' and a
profound operational principl&‘ou have to think about your stuff
more than you realize but not as much as you'r@iéfyou mightAs
Peter Drucker has written, "In knowledge work ...

the task is not given; it has to be determined.a¥h

are the expected results from this work?' is . e =
key question in making knowledge workers pro €'Y actionisa
. Lo - . thought.

tive. And it is a question that demands risky OC‘—RaIph
sions. There is usually no right answer; there ¢ Waldo
choices instead. And results have to be clearlgispe

fied, if productivity is to be achieved."

Most people have a resistance to initiating thesbof
energy that it will take to clarify the real meagirior them, of
something they have let into their world, and toidie what they
need to do about it. We're never really taught tathave to
think about our work before we can do it; much af daily
activity is already defined for us by the undonel ammoved
things staring at us when we come to work, or leyfémily to be
fed, the laundry to be done, or the children taltessed at home.
Thinking in a concentrated manner to define desiwgdomes is
something few people feel they have to do. Butttht outcome
thinking is one of the most effective means avégldbr making
wishes reality.

The ancestor of

Why Things Are on Your Mind
Most often, the reason something is "on your miedhat you
want it to be different than it currently is, arety

*you haven't clarified exactly what the intendectonte is;

eyou haven't decided what the very next physicéabadtep is;
and/or

eyou haven't put reminders of the outcome and thmac
required in a system you trust.

15
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That's why it's on your mind. Until those thoughtave
been clarified and those decisions made, and thdtireg data
has been stored in a system that pbgolutelyknow
This constant,  you will think about as often as you need to, your
unproductive  prain can't give up the job. You can fool everyone
preoccupation with g|se, but you can't fool your own mind. It knows
all the things we \yhether or not you've come to the conclusions you
havetodoisthe need to, and whether you've put the resulting out-
singlelargest — ~omes and action reminders in a place that can be
consumer of time v \sted to resurface appropriately within your con-
scious mind. If you haven't done those things, it
won't quit working overtime. Even if you've already
decided on the next step you'll take to resolve rab-p
lem, your mind can't let go until and unless yolutevyourself
a reminder in a place knowsyou will, without fail, look. It
will keep pressuring you about that untaken nesp,stisually
when you can't do anything about it, which willtjasld to your
stress.

and energy.
—Kerry

Your Mind Doesn't Have a Mind of Its Own

At least a portion of your mind is really kind dfiigid, in an interest-
ing way. If it had any innate intelligence, it wouemind you of the
things you needed to amly when you could do something about them.

Do you have a flashlight somewhere with dead batien
it? When does your mind tend to remind you that yeed new
batteries? When you notice the dead ones! Thdt'geng smart.
If your mind had any innate intelligence, it woukemind you
about those dead batteries only when you passedifies in a
store. And ones of the right size, to boot.

Between the time you woke up today and now, didtiimk
of anything you needed to do that you still havdolte? Have
you had that thought more than once? Why? It'ssienaf time
and energy to keep thinking about something thatmpake no
progress on. And it only adds to your anxietiesualvehat you
should be doing and aren't.

16



CHAPTER 1 [A NEW PRACTICE FOR A NEW REALITY

It seems that most people let their minds run aidhe
show, especially where the too-much-to-do syndrsm®n-
cerned. You've probably given over a lot of your
"stuff," a lot of your open loops, to an entityyour  Rule your mind or
inner committee that is incapable of dealing witt it will rule you.
those things effectively the way they are—your mind -

The Transformation of "Stuff'

Here's how | define "stuff": anything you have aléml into your
psychological or physical world that doesn't belagre it is, but

for which you haven't yet determined the desiradaue and the
next action step. The reason most organizing sgstem

haven't worked for most people is that they haverwe needto

yet transformed all the "stuff" they're trying tma-  transform all the
nize. As long as it's still "stuff," it's not coaliable. "stuff" we're trying

Most of the to-do lists | have seen over the yto organize into
(when people had them at all) were merely listiof actionable stuff we
"stuff,” not inventories of the resultant real wadtia needto do.
needed to be done. They were partial reminders of a
lot of things that were unresolved and as yet nalated into out-
comes and actions—that is, the real outlines atalls®f what
the list-makers had to "do."

"Stuff" is not inherently a bad thing. Things tlt@mmand
our attention, by their very nature, usually shgmas "stuff." But
once "stuff" comes into our lives and work, we haweinherent
commitment to ourselves to define and clarify isaming. That's
our responsibility as knowledge workers; if "stuffere already
transformed and clear, our value, other than phltibor, would
probably not be required.

At the conclusion of one of my seminars, a senamager of a
major biotech firm looked back at the to-do lidte $iad come in
with and said, "Boy, that was an amorphous blobnofoability!"
That's the best description I've ever heard of \whases for orga-
nizing lists in most personal systems. The vasbrityajof people
have been trying to get organized by rearrangicgniplete lists of

17



18

THE ART OF GETTING THINGS DONE | PART ONE

unclear things; they haven't yet realized how marath what they
need to organize in order to get the real paydigyTheed to gather
everything that requires thinking about and thethat thinking if
their organizational efforts are to be successful.

The Process: Managing Action

You can train yourself, almost like an athletebéofaster, more
responsive, more proactive, and more focused inwledge

work. You can think more effectively and manage ithgults

with more ease and control. You can minimize treséoends
across the whole spectrum of your work life andspeal life

and get a lot more done with less effort. And yano make front-
end decision-making about all the "stuff" you cdlland create
standard operating procedure for living and workimghis new
millennium.

Before you can achieve any of that, though, yoa#ld to get
in the habit of keeping nothing on your mind. Ahd tvay to do
that, as we've seen, is not by managing time, managfogna-
tion, or managing priorities. After all:

*you don't manage five minutes and wind up with six;

*you don't manage information overload—otherwiseqaalk
into a library and die, or the first time you coaieel to the Web,
or even opened a phone book, you'd blow up; and

eyou don't manage priorities—yavethem.

Instead, the key to managing all of your "stufffrianaging
youractions.

Managing Action Is the Prime Challenge
What youdo with your time, what yowdo with information,
and what yowo with your body and your focus relative to your
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priorities—those are the real options to which yaust allocate
your limited resources. The real issue is how tkevappropriate
choices about what to at any point in time. The real issue is
how we managactions.

That may sound obvious. However, it might amazetgou
discover how many next actions for how many prsjaod com-
mitments remain undetermined by most people. It's
extremely difficult to manage actions you haven The beginning
identified or decided on. Most people have dozéns is half of every
things that they need to do to make progress (acton.
many fronts, but they don't yet know what they a—Creek
And the common complaint that "I don't have time
to " (fill in the blank) is understandable besmmany pro-
jects seem overwhelming—arde overwhelming because you
can'tdo a project at all! You can only do an action relatiedt.
Many actions require only a minute or two, in thgprapriate
context, to move a project forward.

In training and coaching thousands of professiondiave
found that lack of time is not the major issue tfiem (though
they themselves may think it is); the real probigsia
lack of clarity and definition about what a pro Things rarely get
really is, and what the associated next-action sstuck because of
required are. Clarifying things on the front g'ackoftime. Theyget
when they first appear on the radar, rather thastckbecausethe
the back end, after trouble has developed, a%me°fthemhas
. . . not been defined.
people to reap the benefits of managing action.
The Value of a Bottom-Up Approach
| have discovered over the years the practicakevafworking on
personal productivity improvement from the bottom starting
with the most mundane, ground-floor level of curietivity and
commitments. Intellectually, the most appropriatg aughtto be
to work from the top down, first uncovering perdcsrad corpo-
rate missions, then defining critical objectivas dinally focus-
ing on the details of implementation. The troulslehowever,
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that most people are so embroiled in commitmenta day-to-
day level that their ability to focus successfultythe larger hori-
zon is seriously impaired. Consequently, a bottgnayoproach is
usually more effective.

Getting current on and in control of what's in youbasket
and on your mind right now, and incorporating pcast that can
help youstaythat way, will provide the best means of broadening
your horizons. A creative, buoyant energy will mdeashed that
will better support your focus on new heights, gyodr confidence
will increase to handle what that creativity progsicAn immedi-
ate sense of freedom, release, and inspiratiomatigtaomes to
people who roll up their sleeves and implementyhisess.

You'll be better equipped to undertake higher-fecus
thinking when your tools for handling the resultiagtions
for implementation are part of your ongoing operadi style.
There are more meaningful things to think aboun thaur in-
basket, but if your management of that level is amt
Vision is not efficient as it could be, it's like trying to swiin
enough; it must bebaggy clothing.
combined with Many executives | have worked with during the
ventre. Itisnot gav to clear the decks of their mundane "stuff'ehav
enough to stare Ubgant the following evening having a stream of sdea
the steps; we must, h visions about their company and their future.
step up the stairs. . h
_ vaclay Havel Th|s_ happer_ls as an automatic consequence of
unsticking their workflow.

Horizontal and Vertical Action Management

You need to control commitments, projects, andoastin two

ways—horizontally and vertically. "Horizontal" coolt

maintains

coherence across all the activities in which yoal iarvolved.

Imagine your psyche constantly scanning your enwiient like

police radar; it may land on any of a thousandediifit items that
invite or demand your attention during any twerdufhour

period: the drugstore, the housekeeper, your awarthd, the
strategic plan, lunch, a wilting plant in the offian upset cus-
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tomer, shoes that need shining. You have to bugpsadeposit
that check, make the hotel reservation, cancelffiraeeting, see
a movie tonight. You might be surprised at the rwwof things
you actually think about and have to deal with jugine day. You
need a good system that can keep track of as niidingro as pos-
sible, supply required information about them omded, and
allow you to shift your focus from one thing to thext quickly

and easily.

"Vertical" control, in contrast, manages thinking and
down the track of individual topics and projectsr Example,
your inner "police radar" lands on your next vamats you and
your spouse talk about it over dinner—where andnwoel'll go,
what you'll do, how to prepare for the trip, ancbso Or you and
your boss need to make some decisions about thedapart-
mental reorganization you're about to launch. Q@r jyst need to
get your thinking up to date on the customer yaabraut to call.
This is "project planning” in the broad sense fittsising in on a
single endeavor, situation, or person and flesbimgwhatever
ideas, details, priorities, and sequences of eveaysbe required
for you to handle it, at least for the moment.

The goal for managing horizontally and vertically the
same: to get things off your mind and get thingsed@ppropri-
ate action management lets you feel comfortableérandntrol as
you move through your broad spectrum of work afe] ivhile
appropriate project focusing gets you clear abodt @n track
with the specifics needed.

The Major Change: Getting It All Out of Your Head

There is no real way to achieve the kind of relaxg There is usually an
control I'm promising if you keep things only inuro | inverse proportion
head. As you'll discover, the individual behavior between how much
described in this book are things you're alreasomethingison
doing. The big difference between what | do anyourmind and how
what others do is that | capture and organize 1(M\c"its geting
percent of my "stuffin and with objective tools at dore.
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hand, not in my mind\nd that applies teverything—little or big,
personal or professional, urgent or not. Everything

I'm sure that at some time or other you've gotiemplace in
a project, or in your life, where you justd tosit down andnake a
list. If so, you have a reference point for what I'mitajkabout.
Most people, however, do that kind of list-makimdj dnly when
the confusion gets too unbearable and theyhjagtto do some-
thing about it. They usually make a list only abthé specific
area that's bugging them. But if you made that kihteview a
characteristic of your ongoing life- and work shded you main-
tained it across all areas of your life (not jimt tmost "urgent™),
you'd be practicing the kind of "black belt" managet style I'm
describing.

| try to make intuitive choices based on my

Thereisnoreason options, instead of trying to think about what #hos
evertohavethe  optionsare. | need to havehoughtabout all of that
same thought twice, glready and captured the results in a trusted way.
unlessyoulke  gon't want to waste time thinking about things more

having that thought.
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than once. That's an inefficient use of creativar@n
and a source of frustration and stress.

And you can't fudge this thinking. Your mind wile&p
working on anything that's still in that undecidstate. But
there's a limit to how much unresolved "stuff" &nccontain
before it blows a fuse.

The short-term-memory part of your mind—the pastth
tends to hold all of the incomplete, undecided, andrganized
"stuff"—functions much like RAM on a personal cortgu Your
conscious mind, like the computer screen, is asiaguool, not a
storage place. You can think about only two orethinings at once.
But the incomplete items are still being storedhia short-term-
memory space. And as with RAM, there's limited ciapathere's
only so much "stuff* you can store in there artlhsive that part of
your brain function at a high level. Most peopldknaround with
their RAM bursting at the seams. They're constaglidjracted,
their focus disturbed by their own internal mentadrload.
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For example, in the last few minutes, has your nviagh-
dered off into some area that doesn't have anytiairdp with
what you're reading here? Probably. And most likehere your
mind went was to some open loop, some incomplétatsin
that you have some investment in. All that situatia was rear
up out of the RAM part of your brain and yell auyinternally.
And what did you do about it? Unless you wroteoitvd and put
it in a trusted "bucket" that you know you'll revi@ppropriately
sometime soon, more than likely yawrried about it. Not the
most effective behavior: no progress was made, and
tension was increased. Itis hard to fight

The big problem is that your mind ke(@"enemywho has
reminding you of things when you cadt anything ©UtPosts inyour
about them. It has no sense of past or future. head.

—Sally Kempton
means that as soon as you tell yourself that yed ne
to do something, and store it in your RAM, ther@s
part of you that thinks you should be doing thahethingall the
time. Everything you've told yourself you ought to dothinks
you should be doingght now.Frankly, as soon as you have two
things to do stored in your RAM, you've generategspnal
failure, because you can't do them both at the dan®e This
produces an all-pervasive stress factor whose s@arct be pin-
pointed.

Most people have been in some version of this rmetn&ss
state so consistently, for so long, that they derén know they're
in it. Like gravity, it's ever-present—so much so ttaise who
experience it usually aren't even aware of thespres The only
time most of them will realize how much tensionythie been
under is when they get rid of it and notice hoviedént they feel.

Can you get rid of that kind of stress? You betk Tést of
this book will explain how.
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Getting Control of
Your Life: The Five Stages of
Mastering Workflow

THE CORE PROCESS | teach for mastering the artlaked and con-
trolled knowledge work is a five-stage method foamaging
workflow. No matter what the setting, there areefidiscrete
stages that we go through as we deal with our watd.(1)collect
things that command our attention; (@jocesswhat they mean
and what to do about them; and (8@anizethe results, which we
(4) review as options for what we choose to (89.
The knowledge  This constitutes the management of the "horizontal"
that we consider aspect of our lives—incorporating everything that
knowledge proves has our attention at any time.
itself in action. The method is straightforward enough in princi-
Whatwe now  ple and it is generally how we all go about ourrkvin
any case, but in my experience most people cardstan
significantly to improve their handling of each ooné
the five stages. The quality of our workflow manage
ment is only as good as the weakest link in thie-fi
phase chain, so all the links must be integrated
fogether and supported with consistent standards.
Most people have major leaks in thedollection
process. Many have collected things but haven't
processedr decided what action to take about them. Otheakem
good decisions about "stuff" in the moment but ltise value of
that thinking because they don't efficientlsganizethe results. Still
others have good systems but dorétview them consistently
enough to keep them functional. Finally, if any af¢hese links is

mean by
knowledge is
information in
action,

information
focused on results.
—Peter F. Drucke
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weak, what someone is likely to chooseldat any point in time
may not be the best option.

The dynamics of these five stages need to be unddrsand
good techniques and tools implemented to facilitaggr func-
tioning at an optimal level. | have found it verglgful, if not
essential, to separate these stages as | movghhmuday. There
are times when | want only to collect input and detide what to
do with it yet. At other times | may just want tmpess my notes
from a meeting. Or | may have just returned frobigatrip and
need to distribute and organize what | collecteti@ocessed on
the road. Then there are times when | want to vetfie whole
inventory of my work, or some portion of it. Andwbusly a lot
of my time is spent merely doing something thaeéd to get
done.

| have discovered that one of the major reasony people
haven't had a lot of success with "getting orgatiilesimply that
they have tried to do all five phases at one tikhast, when they
sit down to "make a list," are trying to collece thmost important
things" in some order that reflects priorities aeduences, with-
out setting out many (or any) real actions to t&ke.if you don't
decide what needs to be done about your secretartfisiay,
because it's "not that important” right now, thae loop will
take up energy and prevent you from having a jotffective,
clear focus on what is important.

This chapter explains the five phases in detaibpgidrs 4
through 8 provide a step-by-step program for imgetimg an
airtight system for each phase, with lots of exam@nd best
practices.

Collect
It's important to know what needs to be collected laow to col-

lect it most effectively so you can process it appately. In order
for your mind to let go of the lower-level tasktnfing to hang on
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to everything, you have to know that you have tredptured

everythingthat might represent something you have to do, and

that at some point in the near future you will gsscand review
all of it.

Gathering 100 Percent of the "Incompletes”

In order to eliminate "holes in the bucket," yoeaéo collect and
gather together placeholders for or representatidrall the

things you consider incomplete in your world—thgtanything
personal or professional, big or little, of urgentminor impor-

tance, that you think ought to be different thagcuitrently is and
that you have any level of internal commitmenthargjing.

Many of the things you have to do are being calbftr you
as you read this. Mail is coming into your mailbaxemos are
being routed to your in-basket, e-mail is beinghkled into your
computer, and messages are accumulating on yag-nwil. But
at the same time, you've been "collecting" thimggdur environ-
ment and in your psyche that don't belong whergdhe, the way
they are, for all eternity. Even though it may hetas obviously
"in your face" as your e-mail, this "stuff" stikquires some kind
of resolution—a loop to be closed, something tddree. Strategy
ideas loitering on a legal pad in a stack on yoedenza, "dead"
gadgets in your desk drawers that need to be €ixéfttown away,
and out-of-date magazines on your coffee tabléHlinto this
category of "stuff."

As soon as you attach a "should," "need to," oghbtto" to
an item, it becomes an incomplete. Decisions yitlunsted to
make about whether or not you are going to do duinggt for
example, are already incompletes. This includesfatbur "I'm
going to"s, where you've decided to do somethinghawen't
started moving on it yet. And it certainly includsbpending and
in-progress items, as well as those things on wiielve done
everything you're ever going to do except acknogédtiat you're
finished with them.

In order to manage this inventory of open loopsapri-
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ately, you need to capture it into "containers't thald items in
abeyance until you have a few moments to decidé thby are
and what, if anything, you're going to do abounth&hen you
must empty these containers regularly to ensutehbg remain
viable collection tools.

Basically, everything is already being collectedthie larger
sense. If it's not being directly managed in atédiexternal sys-
tem of yours, then it's residesimewher@ your psyche. The fact
that you haven't put an item in your in-basket divenean you
haven'gotit. But we're talking here about making sure thaing
thing you need is collected somewhetteerthan in your head.

The Collection Tools

There are several types of tools, both low- antd-tégh, that can
be used to collect your incompletes. The follongag all serve as
versions of an in-basket, capturing self-generaeat as well as
information coming from outside:

* Physical in-basket

» Paper-based note-taking devices
« Electronic note-taking devices

« Voice-recording devices

* E-mall

The Physical In-Basket

The standard plastic, wood, leather, or wire tsajhé most com-
mon tool for collecting paper-based materials amgthéng else
physical that needs some sort of processing: mfazines,
memos, hotes, phone slips, receipts—even flaskligith dead
batteries.

Writing Paper and Pads

Loose-leaf notebooks, spiral binders, and stendegal pads all
work fine for collecting random ideas, input, théng do, and so
on. Whatever kind fits your taste and needs is fine
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Electronic Note-Taking

Computers can be used to type in notes for prowpsasier. And
as character-recognition technology advances,adpaf digital
tools designed to capture data continues to bedated. Hand-
held devices (personal digital assistants, or Px#g) electronic
legal pads can both be used to collect all kindsaft.

Auditory Capture

Available auditory devices include answering magesjnvoice-
mail, and dictating equipment, such as digital acratassette
recorders. All of these can be useful for presgnan interim
record of things you need to remember or deal with.

E-mail

If you're wired to the rest of the world throughmeil, your
software contains some sort of holding area foonmaog mes-
sages and files, where they can be stored until dhe viewed,
read, and processed. Pagers and telephones caredhs kind
of input as well.

Higher-Tech Devices

Now you can dictate into computers as well as hanid into
them. As more and more communication is morphexidigital
and wireless formats, it will become easier to wapideas (with a
corresponding increase in the amount of data negals that we
need to manage!).

"Computer!"

"Yes, David?"

"I need bread."

"Yes, David."

My needed grocery item has bemtiected And as theorga-
nizing part of the action-management process is furttugtiziid,
"bread"” will automatically be added to my electmogiocery list,
and maybe even ordered and delivered.
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Whether high-tech or low-tech, all of the tools atésed above
serve as similar in-baskets, capturing potentiadigful informa-
tion, commitments, and agreements for action. opirobably
already using some version of most of them.

The Collection Success Factors

Unfortunately, merely having an in-basket doesiakenit func-
tional. Most peoplelo have collection devices of some sort, but
usually they're more or less out of control. Lekamine the three
requirements to make the collection phase work:

1 | Every open loop must be in your collectiortesysand out
of your head.

2 | You must have as few collection buckets asgaiget by with.

3 | You must empty them regularly.

Get It All Out of Your Head

If you're still trying to keep track of too manyrgs in your RAM,

you likely won't be motivated to use and empty yioubaskets

with integrity. Most people are relatively careleb®ut these tools

because they know they don't represent discretelewdystems

anyway: there's an incomplete set of things irr tinebasket and

an incomplete set in their mind, and they're nétirgpany payoff

from either one, so their thinking goes. It's likgng to play pin-

ball on a machine that has big holes in the taaehe balls keep

falling out: there's little motivation to keep piag the game.
These collection tools should become part of yifenstyle.

Keep them close by so no matter where you are gouwcallect a

potentially valuable thought-—think of them as lgeas indis-

pensable as your toothbrush or your driver's leengour glasses.

Minimize the Number of Collection Buckets
You should have as many in-baskets as you neegsdiet as you
can get by with. You need this function to be al#é to you in
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every context, since things you'll want to captonagy show up

almost anywhere. If you have too many collectiomezp however,

you won't be able to process them easily or camigt
An excess of collection buckets is seldom a proldenthe
high-tech end; the real improvement opportunityrfast people

is on the low-tech side, primarily in the areamofe-taking and

physical in-basket collection. Written notes nemdbé corralled

and processed instead of left lying embedded ickstanote-
books, and drawers. Paper materials need to beslfdhrinto
physical in-baskets instead of being scattered imygiad piles in

all the available corners of your world.

Implementing standard tools for capturing
Men of lofty geniugdeas and input will become more and more critical
whentheyare a5 your life and work become more sophisticated. As
doing the least v proceed in your career, for instance, youtibpr
wworkarethemost 1y, notice that your best ideas about work will not
actve. come to youat work. The ability to leverage that
thinking with  good  collection devices th
Leonar . . ..
at hand is key to increased productivity.
Empty the Buckets Regularly
The final success factor faollectingshould be obvious: if you
don't empty and process the "stuff" you've colécy®ur buckets
aren't serving any function other than the stoiafge@morphous
material. Emptying the bucket does not mean that have to
finishwhat's in your voice-mail, e-mail, or in-baskefuigt means
you have to take it out of the container, decidatitis and what
should be done with it, and, if it's still unfinesth organize it into
your system. You don't put it back into "in"! Nahptying your
in-basket is like having garbage cans that nobedy dumps—
you just have to keep buying new ones to holdall yrash.

In order for you to get "in" to empty, your totattian-
management system must be in place. Too much " ssuléft
piled in in-baskets because of a lack of effecsiygtems "down-
stream" from there. It often seems easier to I¢aings in "in"

30



CHAPTER 2 | GETTING CONTROL OF YOUR LIFE: THE FIVE STAGES OF MASTERING WORKFLOW

when you know you have to do something about thentan't
do it right then. The in-basket, especially for graand e-mail, is
the best that many people can do in terms of orgéioh—at
least they know thatomewherén there is a reminder of somg
thing they still have to do. Unfortunately, thafedg net is lost
when the piles get out of control or the inventohe-mails gets
too extensive to be viewed on one screen.

When you master the next phase and know how t@epso
your incompletes easily and rapidly, "in" can rettg its original
function. Let's move on to how to get those in-ktsknd e-mail
system&mptywithout necessarily having tithe work now.

Process

Teaching them the item-by-item thinking requiredgtt their
collection buckets empty is perhaps the most atitimprove-
ment | have made for virtually all the people Kverked with.
When the head of a major department in a globglaration had
finished processing all her open items with me, siteback in
awe and told me that though she had been abldaw about
what meetings to go to thanks to her trust in ltraar, she hag
never felt that same relief about all the many o#spects of her
job, which we had just clarified together. The @utsi and infor-
mation she needed to be reminded of were now fehiand

entrusted to a concrete system.

What do you need to ask yourself (and answer) atach
e-mail, voice-mail, memo, or self-generated ided tlomes your
way? This is the component of action managemenfdhas the
basis for your personal organization. Many peopletd "get
organized" but make the mistake of doing it witkdmplete
batches of "stuff." You can't organize what's incam—you can
only collect it and process it. Instead, you orgarthe actions
you'll need to take based on the decisions you'aderabout
what needs to be done. The whole deal—bothptibeessing
and
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organizing phases—is captured in the center "trunk" of the

decision-tree model shown here.

In later chapters, I'll coach you in significantalethrough
each element of the process. For now, though,desiigyou select
a to-do list or a pile of papers from your in-basked assess a few
items as we take an overview.

What IsIt?

This is not a dumb question. We've talked abouff'sAnd we've
talked about collection buckets. But we haventuised what
stuff is and what to do about it. For example, many of thms$
that tend to leak out of our personal organizirgiesys are amor-
phous forms that we receive from the governmerftan our
company—do we actually needdo something about them? And
what about that e-mail from human resources, kgttia know
that blah-blah about the blah-blah is now the gaticblah-blah?
I've unearthed piles of messages in stacks anddtaslers that
were tossed there because the client didn't take jfew seconds
to figure out what in fact the communication or doent was
really about. Which is why the next decision isical.

Islt Actionable?
There are two possible answers for thiss andNO.

No Action Requiredf the answer isi0, there are three possibili-
ties:

1 | It'strash, no longer needed.

2 | No action is needed now, but something tmigbd to be
done later (incubate).

3 | Theitem is potentially useful informatidrat might be
needed for something later (reference).

These three categories can themselves be managjéajety
into that in a later chapter. For now, suffic@isay that you need
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a trash basket and <Del> key for trash, a "ticiiiég"or calendar
for material that's incubating, and a good filiygtem for refer-
ence information.

ActionableThis is theYEs group of items, stuff about which
something needs to be done. Typical examples rémoge
an e-mail requesting your participation in a cogperservice
project on such-and-such a date to the notes in iyebasket
from your face-to-face meeting with the group vjmesident
about a significant new project that involves Igrian outside
consultant.

Two things need to be determined about each abt®itam:

1| What "project” or outcome have you committetiaad
2 | What's the next action required?

If It's About a Project. . You need to capture that outcome on a
"Projects" list. That will be the stake in the gnduthat reminds
you that you have an open loop. A Weekly Revietheflist (see
page 46) will bring this item back to you as sormgthhat's still
outstanding. It will stay fresh and alive in youamagement sys-
tem until it is completed or eliminated.
It does not take
much strength to \What's the Next ActionThis is the critical question
do things, butit for anything you've collected; if you answer it app
requires agreat  nrigtely, you'll have the key substantive thingotga-
deal of strength topyjze - The "next action” is the next physical, Misib
decide whatto do. 5 otivity that needs to be engaged in, in order twen
—Elbert the current reality toward completion.
Some examples of next actions might be:

« Call Fred re tel. # for the garage he recommended.

« Draft thoughts for the budget-meeting agenda.

*Talk to Angela about the filing system we needeioup.
*Research database-management software on the Web.
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These are all real physical activities that needhappen.
Reminders of these will become the primary gristtfie mill of
your personal productivity-management system.

Do It, Delegate It, or Defer It Once you've decided on the next
action, you have three options:

1 | Do it If an action will take less than two minutes, ibstd
bedoneat the moment it is defined.

2 | Delegate itlf the action will take longer than two minutes,
ask yourself, Am I the right person to do thisthdé answer
is no,delegatet to the appropriate entity.

3 | Defer it.If the action will take longer than two minutesgdan
you are the right person to do it, you will haveléderacting
on it until later and track it on one or more "Né&xdtions"
lists.

Organize

The outer ring of the workflow diagram shows thgheidiscrete
categories of reminders and materials that willltefsom your
processing all your "stuff.” Together they makeaujptal system
for organizing just about everything that's on yplate, or could
be added to it, on a daily and weekly basis.

For nonactionable items, the possible categoriedrash,
incubation tools,and reference storagelf no action is needed on
something, you toss it, "tickle" it for later reessment, or file it so
you can find the material if you need to referttatianother time.
To manage actionable things, you will nedidtaf projects, storage
or files for project plans and materialscalendar,alist of reminders of
next actionsand alist of reminders of things you're waiting for.

All of the organizational categories need to bespially
contained in some form. When | refer to "lists just mean
some sort of reviewable set of reminders, whichctcba lists on
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notebook paper or in some computer program or fiecfolders

holding separate pieces of paper for each itemiristence, the
list of current projects could be kept on a page ey Runner; it
could be a "To Do" category on a PDA,; or it coukdib a file

labeled "Projects List." Incubating reminders (swch "after
March 1 contact my accountant to set up a meetin@y) be
stored in a paper-based "tickler" file or in a page computer-

based calendar program.

Projects

| definea projectas any desired result that requires more than one

action step. This means that some rather smalyjshihat you
might not normally call projects are going to beyonr "Projects"
list. The reasoning behind my definition is thabife step won't
complete something, some kind of stake needs pidoed in the
ground to remind you that there's something sl to do. If

you don't have a placeholder to remind you about vill slip

back into RAM. Another way to think of this is adist of open

loops.

A Partial "Projects"List

Get new staff person on board

August vacation

Staff off-site retreat

Publish book

Finalize computer upgrades

Update will

Finalize budgets

Finalize new product line

Get comfortable with new contact-
management software

Get reprints of Fortune article

Get a publicist

Finish new orchard planting

R&D joint-venture video project

Produce new training compact disk

Establish next year's seminar schedule

Orchestrate a one-hour keynote
presentation

Get proficient with videoconferencing
access

Finalize employment agreements

Install new backyard lights

Establish formal relationships with South

American rep

Finalize staff policies and procedures

Get a new living-room chair
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Projects do not need to be listed in any particolaer,
whether by size or by priority. They just need¢oon a master list
S0 you can review them regularly enough to en$aeappropri-
ate next actions have been defined for each of.them

You don't actuallydo a project; you can only do action steps
relatedto it. When enough of the right action steps hasenb
taken, some situation will have been created tradtines your
initial picture of the outcome closely enough thati can call
it "done." The list of projects is the compilatiohfinish lines
we put before us, to keep our next actions movim@lbtracks
appropriately.

Project Support Material

For many of your projects, you will accumulate vealat informa-
tion that you will want to organize by theme oritopr project
name. Your "Projects” list will be merely an indeX| of the
details, plans, and supporting information that ymay need as
you work on your various projects should be coetiim separate
file folders, computer files, notebooks, or binders

Support Materials and Reference Fil@nce you have organized
your project support material by theme or topiaj ydll probably
find that it is almost identical to your referemoaterial and could
be kept in the same reference file system (a "Wegldiile
could be kept in the general-reference files, fatdance). The
only difference is that in the case of active mtgesupport mate-
rial may need to be reviewed on a more consistsis lto ensure
that all the necessary action steps are identified.

| usually recommend that people store their suppateri-
als out of sight. If you have a good working refieesfile system
close enough at hand, you may find that that'sithplest way to
organize them. There will be times, though, whéhbié more
convenient to have the materials out and instantlyiew and
available, especially if you're working on a habjpct that you
need to check references for several times duhieglay. File
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folders in wire standing holders or in stackabdgdrwithin easy
reach can be practical for this kind of "pendingperwork.

The Next-Action Categories

As the Workflow Diagram makes clear, the next-actiecision
is central. That action needs to be the next palysitsible behav-
ior, without exception, on every open loop.

Any less-than-two-minute actions that you perfoamd all
other actions that have already been completedptj@f course,
need to be tracked; they're done. Wih@sneed to be tracked is
every action that has to happen at a specific tmen a specific
day (enter these in your calendar); those that teebé done as
soon as they can (add these to your "Next Actitisis); and all
those that you are waiting for others to do (peséon a "Wait-
ing For" list).

Calendar

Reminders of actions you need to take fall into tategories:
those about things that have to happen on a spdai or time,
and those about things that just need to get d®Bean as possi-
ble. Your calendar handles the first type of rerind

Three things go on your calendar:

« time-specific actions;
« day-specific actions; and
« day-specific information.

Time-Specific Action$his is a fancy name for appointments.

Often the next action to be taken on a projediténding a meet-
ing that has been set up to discuss it. Simplkingchat on the
calendar is sufficient.

Day-Specific Action§hese are things that you need tosdme-
timeon a certain day, but not necessarily specifictime. Perhaps
you told Mioko you would call her on Friday to ckebat the
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report you're sending her is OK. She won't haver¢pert until
Thursday, and she's leaving the country on Satustalfriday is
the time window for taking the action—but anytimédgy will
be fine. That should be tracked on the calenddfriday but not
tied to any particular time slot—it should just go the day.
It's

useful to have a calendar on which you can noté kioie-
specific and day-specific actions.

Day-Specific InformatioThe calendar is also the place to keep
track of things you want tenowabout on specific days—not nec-
essarilyactionsyou'll have to take but rath@formationthat may

be useful on a certain date. This might includedlions for
appointments, activities that other people (faroilystaff) will be
involved in then, or events of interest. It's alsgpful to put
short-term "tickler" information here, too, suchaseminder to
call someone after the day they return from a \@tat

No More "Daily To-Do" Lists Those three things are what go on
the calendar, and nothing else! | know this is $\ete traditional
time-management training, which has almost uni-
Blessedarethe  versally taught that the "daily to-do list" is keBut
flexible, forthey  sych lists don't work, for two reasons.
shall not be bent First, constant new input and shifting tactical
out of shape. priorities reconfigure daily work so consistentlyat
it's virtually impossible to nail down to-do items
ahead of time. Having a working game plan as a ref-
erence point is always useful, but it must be tblee
renegotiated at any moment. Trying to keep atiswiiting on
the calendar, which must then be rewritten on astottay if
items don't get done, is demoralizing and a waktena. The
"Next Actions" lists | advocate will hold all of dse action
reminders, even the most time-sensitive ones. Arg twon't
have to be rewritten daily.
Second, if there's something on a daily to-ddHiat doesn't
absolutelyhaveto get done that day, it will dilute the emphasis o

Michael
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the things that trulgo. If | haveto call Mioko on Friday because
that's the only day | can reach her, but then Ifagdother, less
important or less time-sensitive calls to my tolidg when the
day gets crazy | may never call Mioko. My brainl\wéve to take
back the reminder that that's the one phone calbm't get
another chance at. That's not utilizing the sysappropriately.
The way | look at it, the calendar should be satzgitory. If you
write something there, it must get done that dayobrat all. The
only rewriting should be for changed appointments.

The "Next Actions" List(s)
So where do all your action reminders go? On "Mexttons"
lists, which, along with the calendar, are at tlearh of daily
action-management organization.

Any longer-than-two-minute, nondelegatable actiau y
have identified needs to be tracked somewherel J®alSmith
re budget meeting," "Phone Rachel and Laura's mainosit
sleepaway camp," and "Draft ideas re the annued sainference"
are all the kinds of action reminders that nedakté&ept in appro-
priate lists, or buckets, to be assessed as ogtomghat we will
do at any point in time.

If you have only twenty or thirty of these, it mbg fine to
keep them all on one list labeled "Next ActionsHieh you'll
review whenever you have any free time. For most of
us, however, the number is more likely to be fify Everything should
150. In that case it makes sense to subdivide P& made assimple
"Next Actions" list into categories, such as "CaligaS Possible, butnot
make when you'e at a phone or "Project Head (S™Pe"
. " _— —Albert Einstein
tions" to be asked at your weekly briefing.

Nonactionable Items

You need well-organized, discrete systems to haitndiatems
that require no action as well as the ones thalNdeaction sys-
tems fall into three categoridgash, incubationandreference.
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Trash

Trashshould be self-evident. Throw away anything that ha
potential future action or reference value. If yeave this stuff
mixed in with other categories, it will seriouslpdermine the
system.

Incubation
There are two other groups of things besides trestrequire no
immediate action, but this stuff you will wantkeep Here again,
it's critical that you separate nonactionable femtionable items;
otherwise you will tend to go numb to your pildscks, and lists
and not know where to start or what needs to be.don

Say you pick up something from a memo, or readzaig
that gives you an idea for a project yoightwant to do someday,
but not now. You'll want to be reminded of it agkiter so you
can reassess the option of doing something abouthie future.
For example, a brochure arrives in the mail fontheoming sea-
son of your local symphony. On a quick browse, see that the
program that really interests you is still four timaway—too
distant for you to move on it yet (you're not sieat your travel
schedule will be that far out), but if yawe in town, you'd like to
go. What should you do about that?

There are two kinds of "incubate" systems thataoubrk
for this kind of thing: "Someday/Maybe" lists anttiekler" file.

"Someday/Maybelt can be useful and inspiring to maintain an
ongoing list of things you might want to do at sgonaint but not
now. This is the "parking lot" for projects that uld be impossi-
ble to move on at present but that you don't wafbrget about
entirely. You'd like to be reminded of the poséipiat regular
intervals.
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Typical Partial "Someday/Maybe" List

Get a bass-fishing boat Create promotional videos of staff
Learn Spanish Find Stafford Lyons

Take a watercolor class Get a digital video camera *

Get a sideboard for the kitchen Northern Italy trip

Build a lap pool Apprentice with my carpenter

Get Kathryn a scooter Spotlight our artwork

Take a balloon ride Build a koi pond

Build a wine cellar Digitize old photos and videos

Take a trip through Montana Have a neighborhood party

Learn Photoshop software capabilities Set up remote-server access at home

Set up a not-for-profit foundation

You'll probably have some subcategories in yourtenas
"Someday/Maybe" list, such as

*CDs | might want
*Videos to rent

*Books to read

*Wine to taste

*Weekend trips to take

* Things to do with the kids
* Seminars to take

You must review this list periodically if you'reigg to get
the most value from it. | suggest you include ansaiathe con-
tents in your Weekly Review (see page 46).

"Tickler" File The most elegant version of holding for review is
the "tickler" file, sometimes also referred to asaspended” or
"follow-on" file. This is a system that allows ytualmost literally
mail something to yourself, for receipt on somdgieged day in
the future.

Your calendar can serve the same function. You tmigh
remind yourself on your calendar for March 15,dgample, that
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your taxes are due in a month; or for SeptembethE2 Swan
Lakewill be presented by the Bolshoi at the Civic Aodiim in
six weeks.

For further details, refer to chapter 7.

Reference Material

Many things that come your way require no action lave
intrinsic value as information. You will want todqe and be able
to retrieve these as needed. They can be stoggpir-based or
digital form.

Paper-based material—anything from the menu focall
take-out deli to the plans, drawings, and vendarimation for a
landscape project—is best stored in efficient ptglgietrieval
systems. These can range from pages in a loosetwaier or
notebook, for a list of favorite restaurants or phene numbers
of the members of a school committee, to whole dadinets
dedicated to the due-diligence paperwork for aamae merger.

Electronic storage can include everything from eked
database information to ad hoc reference and adulders
located in your communication software.

The most important thing to remember here is thédrf
ence should be exactly that—information that careasily
referred to when required. Reference systems giyéake
two forms: (1) topic- and area-specific storagel é) general-
reference files. The first types usually definentkelves in terms
of how they are stored—for example, a file drawedidated to
contracts, by date; a drawer containing only canfichl
employee-compensation information; or a seriesabinets for
closed legal cases that might need to be consditedg future
trials.

General-Reference Filinghe second type of reference system is
one that everyone needs close at hand for staditngainforma-
tion that doesn't belong in some predesignatedaateYou need
somewhere to keep the instruction manual for yeliphone,
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the notes from the meeting about the Smith propaud, those
few yen that you didn't get to change at the engbof last trip to
Tokyo (and that you'll use when you go back there).

The lack of a good general-reference file can ke afrthe
biggest bottlenecks in implementing an efficientspaal action-
management system. If filing isn't easy and fastl @en fun!),
you'll tend to stack things instead of filing thdfryour reference
material doesn't have a nice clean edge to itJitleebetween
actionable and nonactionable items will blur, Vilsuand psycho-
logically, and your mind will go numb to the whdbgisiness.
Establishing a good working system for this categdmaterial
is critical to ensuring stress-free productivitye will explore it in
detail in chapter 7.

Review

It's one thing to write down that you need mills @nother to be
at the store ancemembeiit. Likewise, writing down that you
need to call a friend for the name of an estaterady is different
from remembering it when you're at a phone and bawee dis-
cretionary time.

You need to be able to review the whole picturgonir life
and work at appropriate intervals and appropratel$. For most
people the magic of workflow management is realinetie con-
sistent use of the review phase. This is wheretgkoe a look at
all your outstanding projects and open loops, atwicall the
10,000-foot level (see page 51), on a weekly biisigiour chance
to scan all the defined actions and options befote thus radi-
cally increasing the efficacy of the choices yokenabout what
you're doing at any point in time.

What to Review When
If you set up a personal organization system siradtas | rec-
ommend, with a "Projects"” list, a calendar, "Negtidns" lists,
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and a "Waiting For" list, not much will be requirtml maintain
that system.

The item you'll probably review most frequently yisur
calendar, which will remind you about the "harddsecape" for
the day—that is, what things will die if you dodd them. This
doesn't mean that the things written on there hee most
"important” in some grand sense—only that they havget
done. At at any point in time, knowing wheisto get done, and
when, creates a terrain for maneuvering. It's & dx@dit, as soon
as you conclude an action on your calendar (a ntgedi phone
call, the final draft of a report), to check and séhat else remains
to be done.

After checking your calendar, you'll most often

Review yourlists as turn to your "Next Actions" lists. These hold the
ofenasyouneed jnventory of predefined actions that you can tdke i
to,togetthemoff -y have any discretionary time during the day. If
your mind. you've organized them by context ("At Home," "At
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Computer," "In Meeting with George"), they'll come

into play only when those contexts are available.

"Projects," "Waiting For," and "Someday/Maybe"disteed

to be reviewed only as often as you think they ha\e in order
to stop you from wondering about them.

Critical Success Factor: The Weekly Review
Everything that might potentially require action shube
reviewed on a frequent enough basis to keep yaud fmm tak-
ing back the job of remembering and reminding.roteoto trust
the rapid and intuitive judgment calls that you makbout
actions from moment to moment, you must consisteatrench
at some more elevated level. In my experience (titisands of
people), that translates into a behavior critical $uccess: the
Weekly Review.

All of your open loops (i.e., projects), active jea plans,
and "Next Actions," "Agendas," "Waiting For," angka "Someday/
Maybe" lists should be reviewed once a week. Tl gives you
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an opportunity to ensure that your brain is cleat a The affairs of life
that all the loose strands of the past few day® haembrace a
been collected, processed, and organized. multitude of

If you're like most people, you've found thainterests, and he
things can get relatively out of control during thwho reasons in any
course of a few days of operational intensity. Bha one of them,
to be expected. You wouldn't want to distract yelfirs Without consulting
from too much of the work at hand in an effort gtherest.isa
stay totally "squeaky clean” all the time. But pdler | Visionary unsuited
to afford the luxury of "getting on a roll"* with o- | ©© €Ol the
dence, you'll probably need to clean house on *“S"s o the

world.
aweek.
. . . —-James
The Weekly Review is the time to Fenim
ore
 Gather and process all your "stuff." Cooper

* Review your system.
« Update your lists.
« Get clean, clear, current, and complete.

Most people don't have a really complete systeohitzey get
no real payoff from reviewing things for just thaason: their
overview isn't total. They still have a vague sehs¢ something
may be missing. That's why the rewards to be gdhoadimple-
menting this whole process are at least geometric: the
more complete the system is, the more you'll tituimost people feel
And the more you trust it, the more complete Y bestabout their
be motivated tkeepit. The Weekly Review is a mawork when they've
ter key to maintaining that standard. cleaned up, closed

Most people feel best about their work the vup. clarified, and
before their vacation, but it's not because ofwea enegotiated al
tion itself. What do you do the last week before Neir agreements
leave on a big trip? You clean up, close up, glagfc " hemselves
renegotiate all your agreements with yourself an'dpt'h?rs' Do his

. . . weekly instead of
others. | just suggest that you do this Weeklyemyeaﬂy_
of yearly.
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Do

The basic purpose of this workflow-management @®ads to

facilitate good choices about what youfeing at any

Every decisionto  point in time. At 10:33A.M. Monday, deciding

actisaninuitve  hether to call Sandy, finish the proposal, or pssc

one. The challenge o e-mails will always be an intuitive call, bwith

istomigrate fom yhe proper preplanning you can feel much more con-

:EE:ZS t't)st::zﬂrr']ght fident about your choices. You can move frbwpeto

it'stherightchoige trust in your actions, immediately increasing your
" speed and effectiveness.

Three Models for Making Action Choices

Let's assume for a moment that you're not resistimgof your
"stuff" out of insecurity or procrastination. Thewdl always be a
large list of actions that you anet doing at any given moment.
So how will you decide what tdo and whatnotto do, and feel
good about both?

The answer is, by trusting your intuition. If yoavecol-
lected, processed, organizeahdreviewedall your current commit-
ments, you can galvanize your intuitive judgmerttvgome

intelligent and practical thinking about

You have more to your work
do than you can gnd values.
possibly do. You | have developed three models that will be help-

j”Std”e‘Zd © feel f| for you to incorporate in your decision-making
good about Your 5 51t what to do. They won't tell you answers—
choices. . .
whether you call Frederick, e-mail your son at
school, or just go have an informal "how are you?"
conversation with your secretary—but they will sissi
you in framing your options more intelligently. Atitht's some-
thing that the simple time- and priority-managenaraceas
can'tdo.
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1. The Four-Criteria Model for Choosing Actiongtie Moment
At 3:22 on Wednesday, how do you choose what toTte?e are
four criteria you can apply, in this order:

1| Context

2 | Time available
3 | Energy available
4 | Priority

ContextA few actions can be done anywhere (like draftadeps
about a project with pen and paper), but most recaiispecific
location (at home, at your office) or having somedpictivity tool

at hand, such as a phone or a computer. Thedeediiest factors
that limit your choices about what yoando in the moment.

Time Availablehen do you have to do somethigige} Hav-
ing a meeting in five minutes would prevent doingny actions
that require more time.

Energy AvailableHow much energy do you have? Some actions

you have to do require a reservoir of fresh, creatiental energy.

Others need more physical horsepower. Some negdittler of
either.

Priority Given your context, time, and energy available, twha

action will give you the highest payoff? You haveteur, you're
in your office with a phone and a computer, and ymergy is 7.3
on a scale of 10. Should you call the client backk on the pro-
posal, process your voice-mails and e-mails, oclcirewith your
spouse to see how his or her day is going?

This is where you need to access your intutiontsegin to
rely on your judgment call in the moment. To expltrat con-
cept further, let's examine two more models foridieg what's
"most important” for you to be doing.
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2. The Threefold Model for Evaluating Daily Work

When you're getting things done, or "working" ie timiversal
sense, there are three different kinds of actizijieu can be
engaged in:

* Doing predefined work
* Doing work as it shows up
* Defining your work

Doing Predefined WorkVhen you're doing predefined work,
you're working off your "Next Actions" lists—comjileg tasks
that you have previously determined need to be ,doaaaging
your workflow. You're making the calls you needriake, drafting
ideas you want to brainstorm, or preparing a lighimgs to talk
to your attorney about.

Doing Work as It Shows U@ften things come up ad hoc—
unsuspected, unforeseen—that you either have thawse to
respond to as they occur. For example, your pavtiadks into
your office and wants to have a conversation attmubhew prod-
uct launch, so you talk to her instead of doingdhel other things
you could be doing. Every day brings surprises—ampéd-for
things that just show up, and you'll need to expanidasisome
time and energy on many of them. When you folloastleads,
you're deciding by default that these things areemmmportant
than anything else you have to do.

Defining Your WorlDefining your work entails clearing up your
in-basket, your e-mail, your voice-mail, and yougating notes
and breaking down new projects into actionablesst&s you
process your inputs, you'll no doubt be taking cdrsome less-
than-two-minute actions and tossing and filing nroue things
(another version of doing work as it shows up).oddjportion of
this activity will consist of identifying things #t need to get
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done sometime, but not right away. You'll be addingll of your
lists as you go along.

Once you have defined all your work, you can tiogt your
lists of things to do are complete. And your contéire, and
energy available still allow you the option of md¢ian one thing
to do. The final thing to consider is the naturgadir work, and
its goals and standards.

3. The Six-Level Model for Reviewing Your Own Work

Priorities should drive your choices, but most ni®der deter-
mining them are not reliable tools for much of eeal work
activity. In order to know what your priorities aggou have to
know what your work is. And there are at leastdifferent per-
spectives from which to define that. To use ansgerce analogy,
the conversation has a lot to do with the altitude.

* 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

Let's start from the bottom up:

Runway: Current Actionghis is the accumulated list of all the
actions you need to take—all the phone calls ywe @ make,
the e-mails you have to respond to, the errandyg@ot to run,
and the agendas you want to communicate to yowr drus your
spouse. You'd probably have three hundred to fivelied hours'
worth of these things to do if you stopped the daitht now
and got no more input from yourself or anyone else.

10,000 Feet: Current ProjectSreating many of the actions that
you currently have in front of you are the thirlyane hundred
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projects on your plate. These are the relativetyrtsterm out-
comes you want to achieve, such as setting up & lcomputer,
organizing a sales conference, moving to a newduesitbrs, and
getting a dentist.

20,000 Feet: Areas of Responsibilifgu create or accept most of
your projects because of your responsibilities,ciwhior most
people can be defined in ten to fifteen categofibese are the
key areas within which you want to achieve resaittd maintain
standards. Your job may entail at least implicimeoitments
for things like strategic planning, administratisepport, staff
development, market research, customer servicssat manage-
ment. And your personal life has an equal numbeuoh focus
arenas: health, family, finances, home environmapitjtuality,
recreation, etc. Listing and reviewing these resiidities gives a
more comprehensive framework for evaluating youeitory of
projects.

30,000 Feet: One- to Two-Year Godihat you want to be expe-
riencing in the various areas of your life and warnle to two years
from now will add another dimension to defining youwork.
Often meeting the goals and objectives of younjibrequire a
shift in emphasis of your job focus, with new arehsesponsi-
bility emerging. At this horizon personally, tobgete probably are
things you'd like to accomplish or have in plachicl could add
importance to certain aspects of your life and dishi others.

40,000 Feet: Three- to Five-Year VisiBrojecting three to five
years into the future generates thinking aboutdiiggitegories:
organization strategies, environmental trends, ecaemd life-
transition circumstances. Internal factors includeger-term
career, family, and financial goals and considereti Outer-
world issues could involve changes affecting yobrgnd organi-
zation, such as technology, globalization, marketds, and
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competition. Decisions at this altitude could sashange what
your work might look like on many levels.

50, 000+ Feet Liférhis is the "big picture" view. Why does your
company exist? Why dgouexist? The primary purpose for any-
thing provides the core definition of what its "kbreally is. It is
the ultimate job description. All the goals, visiprobjectives,
projects, and actions derive from this, and leagtd it.

These altitude analogies are somewhat arbitrad/jraneal
life the important conversations you will have abgour focus
and your priorities may not fit exactly to one lzon or another.
They can provide a useful framework, however, iime you of
the multilayered nature of your "job" and resultz@mmitments
and tasks.

Obviously, many factors must be considered befotefgel
comfortable that you have made the best decisiontakhat to
do and when. "Setting priorities” in the traditibeanse of focus-
ing on your long-term goals and values, thoughalsly a neces-
sary core focus, does not provide a practical freorle for a vast
majority of the decisions and tasks you must engaday to day.
Mastering the flow of your work at all the levelswexperience
that work provides a much more holistic way tothéigs done,
and feel good about it.

Part 2 of this book will provide specific coachiaigout how
to use these three models for making action chogreshow the
best practices for collecting, processing, plannimganizing, and
reviewing all contribute to your greatest succeisis thhem.
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Getting Projects Creatively
Under Way: The Five Phases of
Project Planning

You've got to think ~ THE KEY INGREDIENTS of relaxed control are (1) dga
about the big defined outcomes (projects) and the next actions
things while you're|  required to move them toward closure, and (2) re-
doing small things,  minders placed in a trusted system that is reviewed
so that all the regularly. This is what | call horizontal focus. -Al
though it may seem simple, the actual applicatibn o
the process can create profound results.

small things go in
the right direction.
—Alvin Toffler

Enhancing "Vertical" Focus

Horizontal focus is all you'll need in most sitoats, most of the
time. Sometimes, however, you may need greater aigd focus
to get a project under control, to identify a siolot
Thegoalistoget or to ensure that all the right steps have beeardet
projects and mined. This is where vertical focus comes in. Know-
situations off your jng how to think productively in this more "vertita
mind, butnotto  \way and how to integrate the results into your per-
lose any potentialy sonal system is the second powerful behavior set
useful ideas. needed for knowledge work.
This kind of thinking doesn't have to be elabo-
rate. Most of the thinking you'll need to do isanf
mal, what | call back-of-the-envelope planning—~kied of
thing you do literally on the back of an envelopa icoffee shop
with a colleague as you're hashing out the agemdiataucture of
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a sales presentation. In my experience this temthe tthe most
productive kind of planning you can do in termsyofir output
relative to the energy you put into it. True, evenge in a while
you may need to develop a more formal structuggaor to clarify

components, sequences, or priorities. And mordletautlines
will also be necessary to coordinate more comptemtions—if

teams need to collaborate about various projecepjdor exam-
ple, or if business plans need to be drafted t@inoa an investor
you know what you're doing. But as a general e, can be
pretty creative with nothing more than an envelape a pencil.

The greatest need I've seen in project thinkindpénprofes-
sional world is not for more formal models; usualhe people
who need those models already have them or cahagatas part
of an academic or professional curriculum. Instéae, found
the biggest gap to be the lack of a project-foaysimodel for
"the rest of us." We need ways to validate and eur think-
ing, no matter how informal. Formal planning sassiand high-
horsepower planning tools (such as project sofjwame certainly
be useful, but too often the participants in a ingewill need to
have another meeting—a back-of-the-envelope session—to
actu-
ally get a piece of work fleshed out and under rcbniore for-
mal and structured meetings also tend to skip atvdeast one
critical issue, such ashythe project is being done in the first
place. Or they don't allow adequate time for btaimsing, the
development of a bunch of ideas nobody's ever thiafgput that
would make the project more interesting, more fable, or just
more fun. And finally, very few such meetings brtogoear suffi-
cient rigor in determining action steps and accahilities for the
various aspects of a project plan.

The good news is, theiga productive way to think about
projects, situations, and topics that creates maxinaalue with
minimal expenditure of time and effort. It happémbe the way
we naturally think and plan, though not necessarily the way we
normally plan when we consciously try to get a project urnder
trol. In my experience, when people do more plaghimore
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informally and naturally, they relieve a great defastressaand
obtain better results.

The Natural Planning Model

You're already familiar with the most brilliant andeative plan-
ner in the world: your brain. You yourself are affiua planning

machine. You're planning when you get dressed, eat
lunch, go to the store, or simply talk. Althougte th

experienced planner process may seem somewhat random, a quite com-
in the world is your plex series of steps in fact has to occur befoner yo

brain.
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brain can make anything happen physically. Your

mind goes through five steps to accomplish virguall

any task:
1 | Defining purpose and principles
2 | Outcome visioning
3 | Brainstorming
4 | Organizing
5 | Identifying next actions

A Simple Example: Planning Dinner Out

The last time you went out to dinner, what inijiathused you to
think about doing it? It could have been any nundfehings—
the desire to satisfy hunger, socialize with frigngblebrate a spe-
cial occasion, sign a business deal, or develgpnamce. As soon
as any of these turned into a real inclination toat wanted to
move on, you started planning. Your intention wasrpurpose,
and it automatically triggered your internal plamniprocess.
Your principlescreated the boundaries of your plan. You probably
didn't consciously thinlboutyour principles regarding going out
to dinner, but you thoughithin them: standards of food and
service, affordability, convenience, and comfoltnady have
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played a part. In any case, your purpose and plagivere the
defining impetus and boundaries of your planning.

Once you decided to fulfill your purpose, what wgoair
first substantive thoughts? Probably not "poirA.B.b. in plan."
Your first ideas were more likely things like "t food at Gio-
vanni's," or "Sitting at a sidewalk table at thatBi Cafe." You
probably also imagined some positive picture oftvwaa might
experience or how the evening would turn out—matieepeo-
ple involved, the atmosphere, and/or the outcorhat Was your
outcome visioning. Whereas your purpose was tivly of your
going out to dinner, your vision was an image efithat—of the
physical world's looking, sounding, and feeling Weeys that best
fulfilled your purpose.

Once you'd identified with your vision, what diduyamind
naturally begin doing? What did it start to thirthoat? "What
time should we go?" "Is it open tonight?" "Willie crowded?"
"What's the weather like?" "Should we change ck#héls there
gas in the car?" "How hungry are we?" That wWasnstorming.
Those questions were part of the naturally cregifeeess that
happens once you commit to some outcome that Heppened
yet. Your brain noticed a gap between what you vieo&ing
toward and where you actually were at the time, iabdgan to
resolve that "cognitive dissonance" by trying tbirfi the blanks.
This is the beginning of the "how" phase of natptahning. But
it did the thinking in a somewhat random and ad fashion.
Lots of different aspects of going to dinner justurred to you.
You almost certainly didn't need to actually wrétk of them
down on a piece of paper, but you did a versiothaif process in
your mind.*

Once you had generated a sufficient number of ideals
details, you couldn't help but startdayanize them. You may

*If, however, you were handling the celebrationyour best friend's recent tri-
umph, the complexity and detail that might accrugaur head should warrant
at leastthe back of an envelope!
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have thought or said, "First we need to find otiéf restaurant is
open", or "Let's call the Andersons and see if'thkle to go out
with us."” Once you've generated various thoughtvaet to the
outcome, your mind will automatically begin to sthiem by
components (subprojects), priorities, and/or secpenf events.
Componentsvould be: "We need to handle logistics, people, and
location."Priorities would be: "It's critical to find out if the client
really would like to go to dinnerSequencewould be: "First we
need to check whether the restaurant is open, tladinthe
Andersons, then get dressed."

Finally (assuming that you're really committedhe project—
in this case, going out to dinner), you focus @mixt action that
you need to take to make the first component dgtuappen. "Call
Suzanne's to see if it's open, and make the réiserVa

These five phases of project planning occur ndyufal
everything you accomplish during the day. It's hgau create
things—dinner, a relaxing evening, a new produch new com-
pany. You have an urge to make something happerimege the
outcome; you generate ideas that might be releyantsort those
into a structure; and you define a physical agtitfitat would
begin to make it a reality. And you do all of thaturally, without
giving it much thought.

Natural Planning Is Not Necessarily Normal
But is the process described above the way youmntgte® is
planning the church retreat? Is it how your IT téarapproach-
ing the new system installation? Is it how you'rgamizing the
wedding or thinking through the potential merger?

Have you clarified the primary purpose of the mioged com-
municated it to everyone who ought to know it? Awde you

agreed on the standards and behaviors you'll meed t

adhere to to make it successful?

Have you envisioned success and considered
all the innovative things that might result if you
achieved it?

Have you
envisioned wild
success lately?
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Have you gotten all possible ideas out on the table
everything you need to take into consideration thigtt affect
the outcome?

Have you identified the mission-critical componerksy
milestones, and deliverables?

Have you defined all the aspects of the projedtdbald be
moved on right now, what the next action is forrepart, and
who's responsible for what?

If you're like most people | interact with in a cbing or
consulting capacity, the collective answer to thgsestions is,
probably not. There are likely to be at least sacomponents of
the natural planning model that you haven't impleies:

In some of my seminars | get participants to abtyabn a
current strategic project that uses this modednlg a few minutes
they walk themselves through all five phases, anaily end up
being amazed at how much progress they've madeatethprith
what they have tried to do in the past. One gertfecame up
afterward and told me, "I don't know whether | $tidbank you or
be angry. | just finished a business plan I've tet#img myself
would take months, and now | have no excuses tataing it!"

You can try it for yourself right now if you lik€€hoose one
project that is new or stuck or that could simpkeusome
improvement. Think of your purpose. Think of whatuecessful
outcome would look like: where would you be phyijcdinan-
cially, in terms of reputation, or whatever? Bré&ins potential
steps. Organize your ideas. Decide on the nexirectiAre you
any clearer about where you want to go and howetthgre?

The Unnatural Planning Model

To emphasize the importance of utilizing the ndtpfanning
model for the more complex things we're involvethwlet's con-
trast it with the more "normal® model used in most
environments—

what | call unnatural planning.
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When the "Good Idea" Is a Bad Idea
Have you ever heard a well-intentioned manager atareeting
with the question, "OK, so who's got a good ideauathis?"

What is the assumption here? Before any evaluaifon

what's a "good idea" can be trusted, the purpost mu
be clear, the vision must be well defined, andhall
relevant data must have been collected (brain-
stormed) and analyzed (organized). "What's a good
idea?" is a good question, but only when you'reuabo
80 percent of the way through your thinkingtart-
ing there would probably blow anyone's creative

mental fuses.

Trying to approach any situation from a perspedtiat is not
the natural way your mind operates will be difficBleople do it all
the time, but it almost always engenders a lacklarfity and
increased stress. In interactions with otherspéing the door for
egos, politics, and hidden agendas to take ovetisassion (gen-
erally speaking, the most verbally aggressive mifl the show).
And if it's just you, attempting to come up withgaod idea" before
defining your purpose, creating a vision, and ctitlg lots of initial
bad ideas is likely to give you a case of creatbrestipation.

If you're waiting to
have a good idea
before you have any
ideas, you won't
have many ideas.

Let's Blame Mrs. Williams
If you're like most people in our culture, the ofdymal training
you've ever had in planning and organizing proabtiwas in the
fourth or fifth grade. And even if that wasn't thiely education
you've had in this area, it was probably the mosotenally
intense (meaning it sank in the deepest).
Mrs. Williams, my fourth-grade teacher, had to
. teach us about organizing our thinking (it was @r h
Outines were €asy, |agson plans). We were going to learn to wriports.
aslongasyol gt i order to write a well-organized, successful
‘f'ivrr:tte thereport e nort, what did we have to write first? That'shtig
' anoutline!
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Did you ever have to do that, create an outlineegin with?
Did you ever stare at a Roman numeral | at theofomur page
for a torturous period of time and decide that piag and orga-
nizing ahead of time were for people very differéotm you?
Probably.

In the end, | did learn to write outlines. | justote the
report first, then made up an outline from the rgpafter the
fact.

That's what most people learned about planning foom
educational system. And | still see outlines ddter ¢he fact, just
to please the authorities. In the business woHdy'te often
headed "Goals" and "Objectives." But they stilldaery little to
do with what people are doing or what they're irepiabout.
These documents are sitting in drawers and in ésnsaime-
where, bearing little relationship to operatioresllity.

The Reactive Planning Model

The unnatural planning model is what most peoplesciously
think of as "planning," and because it's so oftdifiGal and
irrelevant to real work, people just don't plan.légst not on the
front end: they resist planning meetings, presamtat and
strategic operations until the last minute.

But what happens if you don't plan ahead of
time? In many cases, crisis! ("Didn't you get tio&- When you find
ets? | thought you were going to do that?!") T yourselfinahole,
when the urgency of the last minute is upon yoeStep, 4i99ing.
reactive planning model ensues. —will

What's the first level of focus when the stuff
hits the fan"Action! Work harder! Overtime! More people! Get
busier! And a lot of stressed-out people are thrawthe situa-
tion.

Then, when having a lot of busy people banging into
each other doesn't resolve the situation, someetsergore
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sophisticated and says, "We need toogganized!" (Catching on

now?) Then people draw boxes around the problemlarel

them. Orredrawthe boxes ancklabelthem.

At some point they realize that just redrawing

Dontjustdo  boxes isn't really doing much to solve the problem.
something. Stand\ owv someone (much more sophisticated) suggests
there. that more creativity is needed. "Ldbisainstorm!"
—Rochelle Myer\yjith everyone in the room, the boss asks, "So,svho’

got agoodidea here?" (Thank you, Mrs. Williams.)

When not much happens, the boss may surmise thsidfi

has used up most of its internal creativity. Timite a consul-

tant! Of course, if the consultant is worth hid,sa some point

he is probably going to ask the big question: {@8uat are you

really trying todo here, anyway\Vision,purpose).

The reactive style is theverseof the natural model. It will
always come back to a top-down focus. It's not atenaf
whetherthe natural planning will be done—justhen,and at
what cost.

Natural Planning Techniques: The Five Phases

It goes without saying, but still it must be saifhim: thinking in
more effective ways about projects and situati@msmake things
happen sooner, better, and more successfully. &w mhinds plan
naturally anyway, what can we learn from that? Haw we use
that model to facilitate getting more and bettesuts in our
thinking?

Let's examine each of the five phases of natuaaiihg and
see how we can leverage these contexts.

Purpose
It never hurts to ask the "why?" question. Almastthing you're
currently doing can be enhanced and even galvaigexore
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scrutiny at this top level of focus. Why are yoling Fanaticism
to your next meeting? What's the purpose of consists of
task? Why are you having friends over for a bark redoubling your
in the backyard? Why are you hiring a marke®&fforts when you
director? Why do you have a budget? have forgotten

| admit it: this is nothing but advanced commory®" ™
sense. To know and to be clear about the purpose of
any activity are prime directives for clarity, cliga
development, and cooperation. But it's common
sense that's not commonly practiced, simply becilas® easy
for us to create things, get caught up in the fofmwhat we've
created, and let our connection with our real aimdgry inten-
tions slip.

| know, based upon thousands of hours spent in roficgs
with many sophisticated people, that the "why?"stjoa cannot
be ignored. When people complain to me about haeiagnany
meetings, | have to ask, "What is the purpose @fitieetings?"
When they ask, "Who should | invite to the planngagsion?" |
have to ask, "What's the purpose of the plannisgise?" Until
we have the answer tay questions, there's no possible way to
come up with an appropriate responsthéirs.

George

The Value of Thinking About "Why"
Here are just some of the benefits of asking "why?"

* It defines success.
* It creates decision-making criteria.
* It aligns resources.

* It motivates. People love to win.

« It clarifies focus. If you're not totally

* It expands options. clear about the
purpose of what

Let's take a closer look at each of these in turn, | You'e doing, you
have no chance of
winning.
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Celebrate any  gbout the purpose of what you're doing, you have no
progress. Don't

swait to get perfect. 25 SuccessPeople are starved for "wins" these days. We

—Ann McGee  3lay games, and we like to win, or at I&&sin a position

Cooper where wecouldwin. And if you're not totally clear
chance of winning. Purpose defines success. #'s th
primal reference point for any investment of time
and energy, from deciding to run for elective @ffio
designing a form.

Ultimately you can't feel good about a staff
meeting unless you know what the purpose of the
meeting was. And if you want to sleep well, youattér have a
good answer when your board asks why you fired YoBr of
marketing or hired that hotshot M.B.A. as your némance
director. You won't really know whether or not ydaursiness plan
is any good until you hold it up against the susaggerion that
you define by answering the question "Why do wealreebusiness
plan?"

It Creates Decision-Making CriteriBlow do you decide whether
to spend the money for a five-color brochure ot jus

Oftenthe only way g with a two-color? How do you know whether it's

tomakeahard \yorth hiring a major Web design firm to handle your

decision is to come new Web site?

backto the It all comes down to purpose. Given what you're

pulpose: trying to accomplish, are these resource invessnent
required, and if so, which ones? There's no way to
know until the purpose is clarified.

It Aligns Resourceklow should we spend our staffing allocation
in the corporate budget? How do we best use theflag right
now to maximize our viability as a retailer ovee thext year?
Should we spend more money on the luncheon optiekers for
the monthly association meeting?

In each case, the answer depends on what weketrgizig
to accomplish—thavhy.
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It MotivatesLet's face it: if there's no googasonto be doing
something, it's not worth doing. I'm often stuntgchow many
people have forgottewhythey're doing what they're doing—and
by how quickly a simple question like "Why are yaming that?"
can get them back on track.

It Clarifies FocusWhen you land on the real purpose for any-
thing you're doing, it makes things clearer. Jaking two min-
utes and writing out your primary reason for dogmgnething
invariably creates an increased sharpness of yisimth like
bringing a telescope into focus. Frequently, ptejaad situations
that have begun to feel scattered and blurred giearer when
someone brings it back home by asking, "What arecafy try-

ing to accomplish here?"

It Expands Options Paradoxically, even as purpose brings things
into pinpoint focus, it opens up creative thinkimgout wider
possibilities. When you really know the underlying

"why"—for the conference, for the staff party, foe Ifyou'e notsure
elimination of the management position, or for th Why you'e doing
merger—it expands your thinking about how t¢something, you can
make the desired result happen. When people wr "6er 9o enough
out their purpose for a project in my seminarsytheOf .

often claim it's like a fresh breeze blowing thrbug

their mind, clarifying their vision of what they're

doing.

Is your purpose clear and specific enough? If gotrlily
experiencing the benefits of a purpose focus—mindvaclarity,
decision-making criteria, alignment, and creativitthen your
purpose probablys specific enough. But many "purpose state-
ments" are too vague to produce such results. ‘&we la good
department,” for example, might be too broad a.gbfér all,
what constitutes a "good department"? Is it a gaduypeople who
are highly motivated, collaborating in healthy wagsd taking
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initiative? Or is it a department that comes inemidudget? In
other words, if you don't really know when you'vetryiour pur-
pose or when you're off track, you don't have algigirective.
The question "How will | know when this is off-purge?" must
have a clear answer.

Principles
Of equal value as prime criteria for driving angdling a project are
the standards and values you hold. Although pesgdtiom think
about these consciously, they are always there.ifAhdy are vio-
lated, the result will inevitably be unproductivstidction and stress.
A great way to think about what your principles
Simple, clear  gre is to complete this sentence: "I would giveeth
purpose and totally free rein to do this as long as they. . What?
principles give rise\W/hat policies, stated or unstated, will apply tauyo
tocomplexand  gron's activities? "As long as they stayed within
intelligent budget'? “satisfied the client'? "ensured a healthy
behavior. Complexe,» 12 "promoted a positive image"™?
rules and .

It can be a major source of stress when others
engage in or allow behavior that's outside youn-sta
dards. If you never have to deal with this issum)'ng
truly graced. If you do, some constructive conversa
.tion about and clarification of principles could
align the energy and prevent unnecessary conflict.
You may want to begin by asking yourself, "What déé&br
might undermine what I'm doing, and how can | prave
it?" That will give you a good starting point foefthing your
standards.

Another great reason for focusing on principlethésclarity
and reference point they provide for positive catdtiow do
you want or need to work with others on this projeensure its
success? You yourself are at your best when yaxtireg how?

Whereas purpose provides the juice and the dimectio
principles define the parameters of action anddfikeria for
excellence of behavior.

regulations give

rise to simple and

stupid behavior.
—Dee
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Vision/Outcome

In order most productively to access the conscang uncon-
scious resources available to you, you must hapkeaa picture in
your mind of what success would look, sound, aedlliiee. Pur-
pose and principles furnish the impetus and theitarimg, but
vision provides the actual blueprint of the finedult. This is the
"what?" instead of the "why?" What will this projexr situation
really be like when it successfully appears invtioeld?

For example, graduates of your seminar are denaingtr
consistently applied knowledge of the subject mattéarket
share has increased 2 percent within the northheastgion over
the last fiscal year. Your daughter is clear alyoutr guidelines
and support for her first semester in college.

The Power of Focus

Since the 1960s thousands of books have expoumdite: walue
of appropriate positive imagery and focus. Forwaating focus
has even been a key element in Olympic-level spmatsing,
with athletes imagining the physical effort, thesitige energy,
and the successful result to ensure the highestdéwnconscious
support for their performance.

We know that the focus we hold in our milmaginationis
affects what we perceive and how we perform. T$more important
as true on the golf course as it is in a staff mgeprthan knowiedge.
during a serious conversation with a spouse. AlPertEinstein
interest lies in providing a model for focus that i
dynamic in a practical way, especially in project
thinking.

When you focus on something—the vacation you'regyoi
to
take, the meeting you're about to go into, the ycbgou want to
launch—that focus instantly creates ideas and thiopgtterns
you wouldn't have had otherwise. Even your physiplvill
respond to an image in your head as if it werdtyeal
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The Reticular Activating Systefnie May 1957 issue @cientific
Americancontained an article describing the discovery @& th
reticular formation at the base of the brain. Tétcular forma-
tion is basically the gateway to your consciousraness; it's the
switch that turns on your perception of ideas aaa,cthe thing
that keeps you asleep even when music's playingdkes you if
a special little baby cries in another room.
Just like a computer, your brain has a search
Yourautomatic  function—but it's even more phenomenal than a
creative mechanisrgomputer's. It seems to be programmed by what we
is teleological. Thatfocys on and, more primarily, what we identify with
is, itoperatesin  |¢'5 the seat of what many people have referredsto
terms of goals and the  naradigms we maintain. We notice only what
endresults. Once \atches our internal belief systems and identified
contexts. If you're an optometrist, for exampleu'lyo
tend to notice people wearing eyeglasses across a
crowded room; if you're a building contractor, you
automatic guidancd @Y notice the roor_n's physical details. If you focu
system to take you©N  the color red right now and then just glance
to that goal much @round your environment, if there is any red at all
better than "you YOU'll see even the tiniest bits of it.
ever could by The implications of how this filtering works—
conscious thought. NOW we are unconsciously made conscious of infor-
"You" supply the mation—could fill a weeklong seminar. Suffice it to
goal by thinking insay that something automatic and extraordinary hap-
terms of end pens in your mind when you create and focus on a
results. Your clear picture of what you want.
automatic
mechanism then - C|arifying Outcomes
supplies the meansrphara js g simple but profound principle that
whereby. emerges from understanding the way your perceptive
—Maxwell Maltz_. . .
filters work: you won't see how to do it until you see
yourself doing it.
It's easy to envision something happening if itteggpened
before or you have had experience with similaressedt can be

you give it a
definite goal to
achieve, you can
depend upon its
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quite a challenge, however, to identify with imagy You often need to
success if they represent new and foreign territemake it upin your
that is, if you have few reference points about tMind before you
an event might actually look like and little expexCa" make it happen
of your own ability to make it happen. in your lfe.

Many of us hold ourselves back from imaging a
desired outcome unless someone can shdwwso get there.
Unfortunately, that's backward in terms of how umnds work
to generate and recognize solutions and methods.

One of the most powerful skills in the world of kvledge
work, and one of the most important to hone aneldgy is cre-
ating clear outcomes. This is not as self-eviderit a
may sound. We need to constantly define (and rec! always wanted to
fine) what we're trying to accomplish on many diffe be somebody. |
ent levels, and consistently reallocagsources shouldhave been
toward getting these tasks completed as effectiveMmere speciic.
and efficiently as possible. —Lily

What will this project look like when it's done?
How do you want the client to feel, and what do y@unt him to
know and do, after the presentation? Where will lgeun your
career three years from now? How would the idel ¥f finance
do his job? What would your Web site really lodeland have as
capabilities if it could be the way you wanted it?

Outcomelvision can range from a simple statemerief
project, such as "Finalize computer-system implewtém,"
to a completely scripted movie depicting the futsicene in all
its glorious detail. Here are three basic stepsdéweloping a
vision:
1| View the project from beyond the completioredat
2 | Envision "WILD SUCCESS"! (Suspend "Yeah, but).

3 | Capture features, aspects, qualities you imsdgiplace.

When | get people to focus on a successful scenbtieir
project, they usually experience heightened erdsasand think
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of something unique and positive about it that hasbrcurred to
them before. "Wouldn't it be great if. . ." is r@obad way to start
thinking about a situation, at least for long ertotig have the
option of getting an answer.

The best way to get  Brainstorming

agood idea is to Once you know what you want to have hapaera

get lots of ideas. why, the "how" mechanism is brought into play.

—Linus Pauling | When you identify with some picture in your mind
that is different from your current reality, youtau
matically start filling in the gaps, or brainstonyi
Ideas begin to pop into your head in somewhat ran-
dom order—little ones, big ones, not-so-good ones,
good ones. This process usually goes on interfually
most people about most things, and that's often suf

Yourmndwantsto | ficient. For example, you think about what you want
fillin the blanks to say to your boss as you're walking down thetball
between here and speak to her. But there are many other instances
there, butin when writing things down, or capturing them in
somewhat random some external way, can give a tremendous boost to
order. productive output and thinking.

Capturing Your Ideas

Over the last few decades, a number of graphieswad brain-
storming techniques have been introduced to helplole cre-
ative thinking about projects and topics. They"eerb called
things like mind-mapping, clustering, patterninghlving, and
fish-boning. Although the authors of these variprecesses may
portray them as being different from one anotharfiost of us
end-users the basic premise remains the sameyaivself per-
mission to capture and expresyyidea, and then later on figure
out how it fits in and what to do with it. If nottg else (and there
is plenty of "else"), this practice adds to youiocgEncy—when
you have the idea, you grab it, which means youtiave to go
"have the idea" again.
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The most popular of these techniques is called mind
mapping, a name coined by Tony Buzan, a Britiseaieher in
brain functioning, to label this process of brainsing ideas onto a
graphic format. In mind-mapping, the core idearéspnted in the
center, with associated ideas growing out in a sdraefree-form
fashion around it. For instance, if | found out thaad to move my
office, | might think about computers, changing Ipaginess cards,
all the connections I'd have to change, new fumjtmnoving the
phones, purging and packing, and so on. If | cagttirese thoughts
graphically it might start to look something likest
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You could do this kind of mind-mapping on Postthat
could be stuck on a whiteboard, or you could ingeas into a
word processor or outlining program on the computer

Distributed Cognition
The great thing about external brainstorming isithaddition to
capturing your original ideas, it can help genemaday new ones
that might not have occurred to you if you didaté
Nothing is more & mechanism to hold your thoughts and continually
dangerous than arreflect them back to you. It's as if your mind were
idea when it is thesay, "Look, I'm only going to give you as many slea
only one you have as you feel you can effectively use. If you're calt
—Emile Chartier |ecting them in some trusted way, | won't give you
that many. But if you're actually doing something
with the ideas—even if it's just recording them for
later evaluation—then here, have a bunch! And, otwMf hat
reminds me of another one, and another," etc.
Psychologists are beginning to label this and simil
processes "distributed cognition." It's gettingigjs out of your
head and into objective, reviewable formats. But Emglish
teacher in high school didn't have to know aboatttieory to
give me the key: "David," he said, "you're goingctdlege, and
you're going to be writing papers. Write all yootes and quotes
on separate three-by-five cards. Then, when youregaty to
organize your thinking, just spread them all outlom floor, see
the structure, and figure out what you're missimgy..' Edmund-
son was teaching me a major piece of the natural
Only he who planning model!
handles his ideas Few people can hold their focus on a topic for
lightly is master ofmore than a couple of minutes, without some objec-
his ideas, and onlytjye structure and tool or trigger to help thentkPa
he who is master ghig project you have going right now and just ty t
hisideasis not  think of nothing else for more than sixty seconds.
enslaved by them. g js pretty hard to do unless you have a pen and
—HinYutang - phaper in hand and use those "cognitive artifacts”
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as the anchor for your ideas. Then you can stdyitior hours.
That's why good thinking can happen while you'reking on a
computer document about a project, mind-mappirg i legal
pad of on a paper tablecloth in a hip restaurantist having a
meeting about it with other people in a room thiawas you to
hold the context (a whiteboard with nice wet maskeally helps
there, t00).

Brainstorming Keys

Many techniques can be used to facilitate brainstay and out-
of-the-box thinking. The basics principles, howeean be summed
up as follows:

» Don't judge, challenge, evaluate, or criticize.
* Go for quantity, not quality.
* Put analysis and organization in the background.

Don't Judge, Challenge, Evaluate, or Criticizét's easy for the
unnatural planning model to rear its ugly headrairtstorming,
making people jump to premature evaluations and
critiques of ideas. If you care even slightly abebtit A good way to find
a critic thinks, you'll censure your expressivecpss ~ °ut what something
as you look for the "right" thing to say. Thereigay Mdntbeisto
subtle distinction between keeping brainstorming o U"cver @l the
target with the topic and stifling the creative qess.
It's also important that brainstorming be put ith®
overall context of the planning process, because if
you think you're doing it just for its own sake;din seem trite and
inappropriately off course. If you can understanidstead as
something you're doing right now, for a certairigeérbefore you
move toward a resolution at the end, you'll feeterenmfortable
giving this part of the process its due.

This is not to suggest that you should shut offoati think-
ing, though—everything ought to be fair game & #tage. It's
just wise to understand what kinds of thoughtsrgduaving and

things it's probably

not.
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to park them for use in the most appropriate wdne primary
criterion must be expansion, not contraction.

Go for Quantity, Not QualityGoing for quantity keeps your
thinking expansive. Often you won't know what'scad) idea
until you have it. And sometimes you'll realize & good idea, or
the germ of one, only later on. You know how shogpit a big
store with lots of options lets you feel comforalalbout your
choice? The same holds true for project thinkirtge greater the
volume of thoughts you have to work with, the lrette context
you can create for developing options and trustowg choices.

Put Analysis and Organization in the BackgrouAdalysis and
evaluation and organization of your thoughts shdv@djiven as
free a rein as creative out-of-the-box thinkingt Buthe brain-
storming phase, this critical activity should netthe driver.
Making a list can be a creative thing to do, a veagonsider
the people who should be on your team, the custoeugiire-
ments for the software, or the components of treniegs plan.
Just make sure to grab all that and keep goind) ymii get into
the weeding and organizing of focus that make am#éxt stage.

Organizing

If you've done a thorough job of emptying your hedill the

things that came up in the brainstorming phase€|lyatice that
a natural organization is emerging. As my high sthnglish

teacher suggested, once you get all the idead gatiohead and
in front of your eyes, you'll automatically notinatural relation-
ships and structure. This is what most people efernng to

when they talk about "project plans."

Organizing usually happens when you identify conants
and subcomponents, sequences or events, and/dtiggidVhat
are the things that must occur to create the fesllt? In what
order must they occur? What is the most import&rhent to
ensure the success of the project?
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This is the stage in which you can make good ussro€-
turing tools ranging from informal bullet pointgribbled liter-
ally on the back of an envelope, to project-plagnin
software like Microsoft Project. When a projectlsA "project plan”
for substantial objective control, you'll need siidentifies the
type of hierarchical outline with components smalleroutcomes,
subcomponents, and/or a GANTT-type chart s|Whichcan thenbe
ing stages of the project laid out over time, Wuralyplanned
independent and dependent parts and milestones
identified in relationship to the whole.

Creative thinking doesn't stop here; it just takesther
form. Once you perceive a basic structure, yourdrmiil start
trying to "fill in the blanks." Identifying threedy things that you
need to handle on the project, for example, mageawu to
think of a fourth and a fifth when you see theniiaéid up.

The Basics of Organizing
The key steps here are:
« |dentify the significant pieces.
« Sort by (one or more):
e components
* sequences
* priorities
« Detail to the required degree.

| have never seen any two projects that needechve h
exactly the same amount of structure and detaieldged in
order to get things off people's minds and movimgcessfully.
But almost all projects can use some form of cveattinking
from the left side of the brain, along the lines"@fhat's the
plan?"

Next Actions
The final stage of planning comes down to decisalzut the
allocation and reallocation of physical resourceadtually get
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the project moving. The question to ask here ihavg the next
action?"

As we noted in the previous chapter, this kind rolugded,
reality-based thinking, combined with clarificatiohthe desired
outcome, forms the critical component of knowledgek. In my
experience, creating a list of what your real migj@re and con-
sistently managing your next action for each orleasnstitute
90 percent of what is generally thought of as mtoj#anning.
This "runway level" approach will make you "honeabout all
kinds of things: Are you really serious about dothi3? Who's
responsible? Have you thought things through erfdugh

At some point, if the project is an actionable dhés next-
action decision must be made.* Answering the gaestibout
what specifically you would do about something ftalty if you
had nothing else to do will test the maturity ofuydhinking
about the project. If you're not yet ready to ansthat ques-
tion, you have more to flesh out at some priorllevéhe natural
planning sequence.

The Basics

* Decide on next actions for each of the current mppiarts of
the project.

* Decide on the next action in the planning prodésgcessary.

Activating the "Moving PartsA project is sufficiently planned
for implementation when every next-action stepleen decided
on every front that can actually be moved on wittemme other
component's having to be completed first. If thgjgmt has mul-
tiple components, each of them should be asseppedpgiately

by asking, "Is there something that anyone coulddieg on this
right now?" You could be coordinating speakerstierconfer-

*You can also plan nonactionable projects aatheed a next action—for exam-
ple, designing your dream house. The lack of a aetidn by default makes it a
"someday/maybe" project. . . and that's fine fotlaing of that nature.
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ence, for instance, at the same time that youldiniy the appro-
priate site.

In some cases there will be only one aspect timabeaacti-
vated, and everything else will depend on the tesilthat. So
there may be only one next action, which will be linchpin for
all the rest.

More to Plan?What if there's still more planning to be done
before you can feel comfortable with what's nexteré's still an
action step—it is just processaction. What's the next step in the
continuation of planning? Drafting more ideas. Elmg Ana
Maria and Sean to get their input. Telling yourisiagt to set up
a planning meeting with the product team.

The habit of clarifying the next action on projects matter
what the situation, is fundamental to you stayingeiaxed control.

When the Next Action Is Someone Else!s If the next action is
not yours, you must nevertheless clarify whose (this is a pri-
mary use of the "Waiting For" action list). In aogp-planning
situation, it isn't necessary for everyone to knemat the next
step is on every part of the project. Often alt'theequired is to
allocate responsibility for parts of the projectthe appropriate
persons and leave it up to them to identify nexbas on their
particular pieces.

This next-action conversation forces organizatiaatity.
Issues and details emerge that don't show upsamtieone holds
everyone's "feet to the fire" about the physicatlereality of
resource allocation. It's a simple, practical dis@n to foster, and
one that can significantly stir the pot and idgntieak links.

How Much Planning Do You Really Need to Do?
How much of this planning model do you really neeflesh out,
and to what degree of detail? The simple answersisnuch as
you need to get the project off your mind.

In general, the reason things are on your mindas the
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outcome and the action step(s) have not been apatelp
defined, and/or reminders of them have not beenirpptaces
where you can be trusted to look for them appréglyiaAddi-
tionally, you may not have developed the detadsspectives, and
solutions sufficiently to trust the efficacy of ydalueprint.
Most projects, given my definition of a projecteasoutcome
requiring more than one action, need no more thiéstiag
of their outcome and next action for you to get

Ifthe projectis still them off your mind. You need a new stockbroker?
onyourmind,  You just have to call a friend for a recommenda-
there's more tion. You want to set up a printer at home? You

planning to do.
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just need to surf the Web to check out different
models and prices. | estimate that 80 percent of
projects are of that nature. You'll still be dothg full planning
model on all of them, but only in your head, anstjenough
to figure out next actions and keep them goingluhgy're
complete.

Another 15 percent or so of projects might reqairéeast
some external form of brainstorming—maybe a mingrmaa
few notes in a word processor or PowerPoint fileatTmight be
sufficient for planning meeting agendas, your viacator a
speech to the local chamber of commerce.

A final 5 percent of projects might need the dedite appli-
cation of one or more of the five phases of thenahiplanning
model. The model provides a practical recipe fostigking
things, resolving them, and moving them forwarddpiaively.
Are you aware of a need for greater clarity, oatgeaction, on
any of your projects? If so, using the model caabe the key to
making effective progress.

Need More Clarity?

If greater clarity is what you need, shift yourntking up the
natural planning scale. People are often very Kastion) but
nonetheless experience confusion and a lack of dieection.
They need to pull out their plan, or create furganize).If there's
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a lack of clarity at the planning level, there'slyably a need for
more brainstormingto generate a sufficient inventory of ideas to
create trust in the plan. If the brainstorming eesgets bogged
down with fuzzy thinking, the focus should shiftckato the
visionof the outcome, ensuring that the reticular filtethe brain
will open up to deliver the best how-to thinkin§tHe outcome/
visionis unclear, you must return to a clean analysistgf you're
engaged in the situation in the first plfparpose).

Need More to Be Happening?

If more action is what's needed, you need to nimenthe
model. There may be enthusiasm abouptimposeof a project

but at the same time some resistance to actually

fleshing out what fulfilling it in the real world ight _
look like. These days, the task of "improving giyali ©'ans getyouinto
of work life" may be on the radar for a managet, bi"n9s Putyouve
often he won't yet have defined a clear picturthef got to work your

. L ... way out.
desired result. The thinking must go to the spesifi o
of thevision.Again, ask yourself, "What would the
outcome look like?"

If you've formulated an answer to that question, things
are still stuck, it's probably time for you to godgwith some of
the "how" issues and the operational details andppetives
{brainstorming).l often have clients who have inherited a relaivel
clearly articulated project, like "Implement theanperformance-
review system," but who aren't moving forward beeathey
haven't yet taken a few minutes to dump some idaasibout
what that might entail.

If brainstorming gets hung up (and very often iesldor
more "blue sky" types), rigor may be required tcsdme evalua-
tion of and decision-making about mission-critidaliverables
that have to be handlg¢drganizing).This is sometimes the case
when an informal back-and-forth meeting that hasegsted lots
of ideas ends without producing any decision aldat actually
needs to happen next on the project.
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And if thereis a plan, but the rubber still isn't hitting the
road like it should, someone needs to assess eagtoaent with
the focus of "What's the next action, and who'sitgdtOne man-
ager, who had taken over responsibility many moimtfagivance
for organizing a major annual conference, askechave to pre-
vent the crisis all-nighters her team had expeddngear the
deadline the previous year. When she produced tineoof the
various pieces of the project she'd inherited, Keds "Which
pieces could actually be moved on right now?" Aidentifying
half a dozen, we clarified the next action on eawé. It was off
and running.

In the last two chapters, | have covered the asiiels of how to
stay maximally productive and in control, with nmal effort, at
the two most basic levels of our life and work: #izéions we take
and the projects we enter into that generate mdnhase
actions.
The fundamentals remain true—you must be
Youneednonew responsible for collecting all your open loops, lgpp
skilstoincrease  jng a front-end thought process to each of therd, an
your productivity- managing the results with organization, review, and
just a new set of action.
behaviors about For all those situations that you have any level
when and where to . ;
apply them, 01_‘ commitment to complete, there is a natural plan-
ning process that goes on to get you from here to
there. Leveraging that five-phase model can often
make the evolution easier, faster, and more prisgict
These models are simple to understand and easyple-i
ment. Applying them creates remarkable results. iverd essen-
tially no new skills—you already know how to writéngs down,
clarify outcomes, decide next actions, put thinge categories,
review it all, and make intuitive choiceéRight nowyou have the
ability to focus on successful results, brainstoonganize your
thinking, and get moving on your next steps.
But just knowing how to do all of those things daespro-
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duce results. Merely having tlability to be highly productive,
relaxed, and in control doesn't make you that Wayou're like
most people, you can use a coach—someone to walktgp by
step through the experience and provide some goste@and
handy tricks along the way, until your new operalictyle is ele-
gantly embedded.

You'll find that in part 2.
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Getting Started: Setting Up
the Time, Space, and Tools

IN PART 2 we'll move from a conceptual framework and lichite
application of workflow mastery to full-scale impientation and
best practices. Going through this program ofteegpeople a
level of relaxed control they may never have expeed before,
but it usually requires the catalyst of step-byqteocedures to
get there. To that end, I'll provide a logical sage of things to
do, to make it as easy as possible for you torgbebard and glean
the most value from these techniques.

Implementation—Whether Ail-Out or
Casual—Is a Lot About "Tricks"

If you're not sure you're committed to an all-oupiementation

of these methods, let me assure you that a I¢teotalue people

get from this material is good "tricks." Sometimes

just one good trick can make it worthwhile to reltis easierto act
through this information: I've had people tell nfigr,yourselfintoa
example, that the best thing they got from my Peterway of
day seminar was advice on setting up and us ©®ind thantofeel
tickler file. Tricks are for the not-so-smart, mniyourself'moa

" petter way of

conscious part of us. To a great degree, the Hi action
performing people | know are those who F_, 4 vowrer

installed the best tricks in their lives. | knovatis
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true of me. The smart part of us sets up thingagdo do that the
not-so-smart part responds to almost automaticaligating
behavior that produces high-performance results title our-
selves into doing what we ought to be doing.

For instance, if you're a semiregular exercise¥ tike, you
probably have your own little tricks to get yoleercise. My best
trick is costume-the clothing | put on or take off. If | put on exe
cise gear, I'll start to feel like exercising; fldn't, I'm very likely
to feel like doing something else.

Let's look at an example of a real productiviteckri You've
probably taken work home that ybadto bring back the next
day, right? It was mission-critical that you notdet it the next
morning. So where did you put it the night befdbé® you put it
in front of the door, or on your keys, so you'dsboee to take it
with you? For this you got a higher education? Whaophisti-
cated piece of self-management technology you'stllad in
your life! But actually that's just what it is. Teenart part of you
the night before knows that the not-so-smart pagton first
thing in the morning may barely be conscious. "Véhtitis in
front of the door!? Oh, that's right, I've got &le this with me!"
What a class act. But really, it is. It's a trickdll Put It in
Front of the Door. For our purposes the "door"ding to be the
door of your mind, not your house. But it's the sadea.

If you were to take out your calendar right now dmak

closely at every single item for the next fourteen
You increase days, you'd probably come up witlt leastone "Oh-
your productivity  that-reminds-me-I-need-to MIf you
and creativity then cap-
exponentially when tured that value-added thought into some place that
you think about the would trigger you to act, you'd feel better already
right things atthe  have a clearer head, and get more positive things
righttime and have done. It's not rocket science, just a good trick.
the tools to capture If you take out a clean sheet of paper right now,
yourvalue-added - zlong with your favorite writing instrument, andr fo
thinking. three minutes focus solely on the most awesome proj
ect on your mind, | guarantee you'll have at least
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"Oh, yeah, | need to consider __." Then capture shaivs up
in your head on the piece of paper and put it wiyere might
actually use the idea or information. You won'tdme ounce
smarter than you were ten minutes ago, but yoatehadded
value to your work and life.

Much of learning how to manage workflow in a "bldmNt"
way is about laying out the gear and practicingnttosres so that
the requisite thinking happens more automatically s a lot
easier to get engaged in the game. The suggestiah$ollow
about getting time, space, and tools in place lateuated meth-
ods for making things happen at a terrific newlleve

If you're sincere about making a major leap forwargour
personal management systems, | recommend thatayoulpse
attention to the details and follow through on fuggestions
provided below in their entirety. The whole will besater than
the sum of the parts. You'll also discover thatekecution of this
program will produce real progress on real thirgd tire going
on in your life right now. We'll get lots done thetu want to get
done, in new and efficient ways that may amaze you.

Setting Aside the Time

| recommend that you create a block of time tadhite this
process and prepare a workstation with the apptepspace, fur-
niture, and tools. If your space is properly setng streamlined,
it can reduce your unconscious resistance to dealith your
stuff and even make #ttractivefor you to sit down and crank
through your input and your work. An ideal timenfra for most
people is two whole days, back to back. (Don'tddeoff by that if
you don't have that long to spend, though: doingddithe activi-
ties | suggest will be useful, no matter how mucthaw little
time you devote to them. Two days are not requicedenefit
from these techniques and principles—they willtsiampay off
almost instantly.) Implementing the full collectiprocess can
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take up to six hours or more, and processing acdlidg on
actions for all the input you'll want to externeliand capture into
your system can easily take another eight hourcoDfse you
can also collect and process your stuff in chublgsit'll be much
easier if you can tackle that front-end portiootire fell swoop.

The ideal time for me to work with a professiorslon a
weekend or holiday because the chance of outsatigriolaince is
minimal then. If | work with someone on a typicabrkday, we
first make sure that no meetings are scheduledoalydemer-
gency interruptions are allowed; phone calls ameato voice-
mail, or logged by secretaries for review and hiagdiluring a
break. | don't recommend using "after hours" f@ work. It usu-
ally means seriously reduced horsepower and aehigency to
get caught up in "rabbit trails." *

For many of the executives | work with, holding terld back
for two contiguous days is the hardest part ofathele process—
the perceived necessity to be constantly avaifableneetings and
communications when they're "at work" is diffidait them to let go
of. That's why we often resort to weekends. If wauk in an open
cubicle or office, it will be even more of a chalie to isolate suffi-
cient time blocks on a regular workday during effiours.

It's not that the procedure itself is so "sacrét$'just that it

takes a lot of psychic energy to collect and preces
Dedicate twodays such a large inventory of open loops, especiallgrwh
to this process, and they've been "open," "undecided,” or "stuck" forywa
twilbeworth {50 |ong. Interruptions can double the time it &@ke
many imes thatin 1 get through everything. If you can get to ground
terms of your  zerg in one contained time period, it gives youugen
productivityand - ge s of control and accomplishment and frees up a
mental health. . .

reservoir of energy and creativity. Later on yono ca

*After hours is actually a good time to crank thgbua group of similar tasks
that you wouldn't normally do in the course of yaypical workday, like
filing

a big backlog of papers, organizing photographdinguthe Web about your
upcoming vacation location, or processing expeaseits.
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maintain your system in shorter spurts around aetiveen the
lines" of you regular day.

Setting Up the Space

You'll need a physical location to serve as a akeotrckpit of con-
trol. If you already have a desk and office spateip where you
work, that's probably the best place to startolf york from a
home office, obviouslyhat will be your prime location. If you
already have both, you'll want to establish idetieven inter-
changeable systems in both places.

The basics for a work space are just a writingaserfand
room for an in-basket. Some people, such as a fomeim a
machine shop, an intake nurse on a hospital fmoyour chil-
dren's nanny, won't need much more than that. Thmgvsur-
face will of course expand for most professiontdsinclude a
phone, a computer, stacking trays, working filerdna, reference
shelves. Some may feel the need for a fax, a prmtéCR, and/
or multimedia conferencing equipment. The seriousijf-
contained will also want gear for exercise, leisare hobbies.

A functional work space is critical. If you dorlteady have a
dedicated work space and in-basket, get them nbat Joes for
students, homemakers, and retirees, too. Everyarst Imave a
physical locus of control from which to deal witregything else.

If I had to set up an emergency workstation in pugew
minutes, | would buy a door, put it on top of twatdrawer fil-
ing cabinets (one at each end), place three stmlets on it, and
add a legal pad and pen. That would be my home (fddead
time to sit down, I'd also buy a stool!). Believei not, I've been
in several executive offices that wouldn't be aftional.

If You Go to an Office, You'll Still Need a Space a t Home
Don't skimp on work space at home. As you'll discahrough
this process, it's critical that you have at leasatellite home
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Youmusthavea  system identical to the one in your office. Mangpe
focusedwork  ple |'ve worked with have been somewhat embar-
space—athome, rassed by the degree of chaos that reigns in their

at

work, and if
possible even in
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homes, in contrast to their offices at work; they'v
gotten tremendous value from giving themselves
permission to establish the same setup in botleglac
If you're like many of them, you'll find that a wee

end spent setting up a home workstation can magecdution-
ary change in your ability to organize your life.

An Office Space in Transit

If you move around much, as a business travelertaagus person
with a mobile life-style, you'll also want to sqt an efficiently
organized micro-office-in-transit. More than liketlyis will con-
sist of a briefcase, pack, or satchel with appaterfolders and
portable workstation supplies.

Many people lose opportunities to be productiveabse
they're not equipped to take advantage of the oolshents and
windows of time that open up as they move from plage to
another, or when they're in off-site environmeffitee combina-
tion of a good processing style, the right toate] good intercon-
nected systems at home and at work can make trg\eehhighly
leveraged way to get certain kinds of work done.

Don't Share Space!

It is imperative that you have your own work spaceat@ast your
own in-basket and a physical place in which to @geqaper. Too
many married couples I've worked with have tried/¢ok out of a
single desk at home, and it always makes lightsyefdifference
when they expand to two workstations. Far fromdpéhe "separa-
tion" they expect, the move in fact relieves théra subtle stress in
their relationship about managing the stuff of rttekiared lives.
One couple even decided to set up an additionahwarkstation
in the kitchen for the stay-at-home mom, so shddcptocess
work while keeping an eye on their infant in theaifg room.
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Some organizations are interested in the concefhatél-
ing"—that is, having people create totally self4zoned and
mobile workstation capabilities so they can "plaganywhere in
the company, at any time, and work from therevehay doubts
about how well that concept will work in practide friend who
was involved in setting up an "office of the futumeodel in Wash-
ington, D.C., for the U.S. government, claimed thateling
tended to fall apart because of the "Mine!" factpeeple wanted
their ownstuff. | suggest there's a deeper reason for theefahere
needs to be zero resistance at the less-than-cosdevel for us to
usethe systems we have. Having to continually reinwventin-
basket, our filing system, and how and where weqga® our stuff
can only be a source of incessant distraction.

You can work virtually everywhere if you have a tis critical that you
clean, compact system and know how to process yhave your own
stuff rapidly and portably. But you'll still need a "ok space. You
"home base" with a well-grooved set of tools an "a" o use your
sufficient space for all the reference and suppg¥/Sems: notust
material that you'll want somewhere close at han ik about them.
when you "land." Most people | work with need at
least four file drawers for their general-refereaod project-
support types of paper-based materials—and ittsthamagine
that all of that could ever be totally and easityvaible.

Getting the Tools You'll Need

If you're committed to a full implementation of ghivorkflow
process, there are some basic supplies and equipimagiyou'll
need to get you started. As you go along, yoeshito dance
between using what you're used to and evaluategadbsibilities
for new and different gear to work with.

Note that good tools don't necessarily have toxperesive.
Often, on the low-tech side, the more "executivehsthing
looks, the more dysfunctional it really is.

91



92

PRACTICING STRESS-FREE PRODUCTIVITY | PART TWO

The Basic Processing Tools
Let's assume you're starting from scratch. In exidib a desktop
work space, you'll need:

» Paper-holding trays (at least three)
* A stack of plain letter-size paper
A pen/pencil

*Post-its (3X3s)

* Paper clips

*Binder clips

* A stapler and staples

* Scotch tape

*Rubber bands

* An automatic labeler

*File folders

* A calendar

» Wastebasket/recycling bins

Paper-Holding Trays

These will serve as your in-basket and out-baski¢h, one or
two others for work-in-progress support papersangtiur "read
and review" stack. The most functional trays asedide-facing
letter or legal stackable kinds, which have no™bp them to
keep you from sliding out a single piece of paper.

Plain Paper

You'll use plain paper for the initial collectionopess. Believe it
or not, putting one thought on one full-size shefgbaper can
have enormous value. Although most people will wippdpro-

cessing their notes into some sort of list organaéew will actu-

ally stick with the simple piece-of-paper-per-thbtigystem. In
any case, it's important to have plenty of letiee-svriting paper
or tablets around to make capturing ad hoc inpeyt.ea
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. . Moment-to-moment
Post-its, Clips, Stapler, Etc. collecting, thinking,

Post-its, clips, stapler, tape, and rubber bandk ;,cesing and
come in handy for routing and storing paper-b yganizing are
materials. We're not finished with paper yet (ifu challenging enough;
haven't noticed!), and the simple tools for mangaiways ensure that

it are essential. you have the tools
to make them as
The Labeler easy as possible.

The labeler is a surprisingly critical tool in owwork.

Thousands of executives and professionals and hakers |
have worked with now have their own automatic latseland my
archives are full of their comments, like, "Inctddi—| wouldn't
have believed what a difference it makes!" Theléaheill be used
to label your file folders, binder spines, and numns other
things.

At this writing, | recommend the Brother labeler-s-the
most user-friendly. Get the least expensive onesitsaon a desk
and has an AC adapter (so you won't have to wdroytsbatter-
ies). Also get a large supply of cassettes of tape—Dblack letters
on white tape (instead of clear) are much easierad and allow
you to relabel folders you might want to reuse.

You can get software and printer sheets to makeputen
generated labels, but | prefer the stand-alone opbu have to
wait to do your filing or labeling as a batch jgbu'll most likely
resist making files for single pieces of paper, iittchdd the for-
mality factor, which really puts the brakes on #yistem.

File Folders

You'll need plenty of file folders (get letter siifg/ou can, legal
size if you must). You may also need an equal nunabe
Pendaflex-style file-folder hangers, if your filisgystem requires
them. Plain manila folders are fine—color-codinguitevel of

complexity that's hardly ever worth the effort. Yogeneral-

reference filing system should just be a simplatin
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Calendar
Although you may not need a calendar just to cojlear incom-
plete items, you'll certainly come up with actidhat need to be
put there, too. As | noted earlier, the calendaukhbe used
not
to hold action lists but to track the "hard langstaof things
that
haveto get done on a specific day or at a specific.time

Most professionals these days already have someofor
working calendar system in place, ranging from pbetkeek-at-
a-glance booklets, to loose-leaf organizers witll-daveek-,
month-, and year-at-a-glance options, to single-sséware
organizers, to group-ware calendars used compaaylikd Out-
look or Lotus Notes.

The calendar has often been the central tool thaplp
rely
on to "get organized." It's certainly a criticahgeonent in man-
aging particular kinds of data and reminders ofcttramitments
that relate to specific times and days. There aeymeminders
and some data that you will want a calendar fdrybu won't be
stopping there: your calendar will need to be irdtgg with a
much more comprehensive system that will emerg@aspply
this method.

You may wonder what kind of calendar would be fasfou
to use, and I'll discuss that in more detail inribgt chapter. For
now, just keep using the one you've got. After geuelop a feel
for the whole systematic approach, you'll haveteebesference
point for deciding about graduating to a differemt.

Wastebasket/Recycling Bins

If you're like most people, you're going to todstamore stuff

than you expect, so get ready to create a goaaf triiaish. Some
executives | have coached have found it extremssfull to

arrange for a large Dumpster to be parked immedgiatgside

their offices the day we work together!
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Do You Need an Organizer?

Whether or not you'll need an organizer will dependa number
of factors. Are you already committed to using oHe® do you
want to see your reminders of actions, agendas pavjdcts?
Where and how often might you need to review th&afause
your head isnot the place in which to hold things,

you'll obviously needsomethingto manage your triOnce you know how

gers externally. You could maintain everything ito process your
purely low-tech fashion, by keeping pieces of pstuffandwhatto

in folders. Or you could even use a paper-basegk 0"9anize. yourealy
book or planner, or a digital version thereof. @ulustneed!ocreate

could even employ some combination of these. 2" Manage ists

All of the Ilow-tech gear listed in the previous
section is used for various aspects of collectmgcessing, and
organizing. You'll use a tray and random papecfdiecting. As
you process your in-basket, you'll complete masg-than-two-
minute actions that will require Post-its, a sta@ad paper clips.
The magazines, articles, and long memos that are lpager-
than-two-minute reading will go in another of thiays. And
you'll probably have quite a bit just to file. Wisdeft—maintain-
ing a project inventory, logging calendar items aotion and
agenda reminders, and tracking the things you'igngaor—
will require some form olists, or reviewable groupings of similar
items.

Lists can be managed simply in a low-tech way iesep of
paper kept in a file folder (e.g., separate shastest for each per-
son you need to call in a "Calls" file), or theyd#e arranged in a
more "mid-tech” fashion, in loose-leaf notebookgplanners (a
page titled "Calls" with the names listed down sheet). Or they
can be high-tech, digital versions of paper listsch a "Calls"
category in the "To Do" section of a Palm PDA oMitrosoft
Outlook "Tasks").

In addition to holding portable reference mate(lg.,
telephone/address info), most organizers are design managing
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lists. (Your calendar is actually a form of a list#th time- and
day-specific action reminders listed chronologjcallProbably
thousands of types of organizers have been ondhetisince the
1980s, from the early rash of pocket Day-Timershto current
flood of high-tech personal digital assistants (RpAand PC-
based software products like Microsoft Outlook antls Notes.
Should you implement theGetting Things Done
Oneoftiebest  process into what you're currently using, or should
tricks for enhancing you install something new? The answer is, do
your personal whichever one will actually help you change your
productivity s hehavior so you'll use the tools appropriately. r€he
having organizing - are  efficiency factors to consider here, too. Dai yo
tools that youlove et 4 ot of digital information that would be easio
o use. track with a digital tool? Do you need a paper-tase
calendar for all the appointments you have to make
and change rapidly on the run? Do you need rensmfethings
like calls you have to make when it's not easyatoydile folders?
And so on. There are also the aesthetic and enjatyfaetors.
I've done some of my best planning and updatingiigself when
I simply wanted some excuse to use (i.e., play)witly Palm
organizer while waiting for dinner in a restaurant!
When considering whether to get and use an orgarind
if so, which one, keep in mind that all you reailged to do is
manage lists. You've got to be able to createt atighe run and
review it easily and as regularly as you need ticeQyou know
what to putonthe lists, and how to use them, the medium really
doesn't matter. Just go for simplicity, speed,fand

The Critical Factor of a Filing System
A simple and highly functional personal reference
N system is critical to this process. The filing eystat
i y|°‘f” f"':g Sy_Stenl‘ hand is the first thing | assess before beginnirg t
s fast urTcnon‘.ﬁ"workflow process in anyone's office. As | noted in
and fun, you'll resist
the whole process. chapter 2, the lack of a good general-reference sys
tem can be one of the greatest obstacles to imple-

96



CHAPTER 4 | GETTING STARTED: SETTING UP THE TIME, SPACE, AND TOOLS

menting a personal management system, and forainibet execu-
tives | have personally coached, it representsabribe biggest
opportunities for improvement. Many times | haviveh to the
local office-supply store with a client and boughtling cabinet,
a big stock of file folders, and a labeler, justxgcould create an
appropriate place in which to put two-thirds of teeuff" lying
around his/her desk and credenza and even onfite figors.

We're concerned here mostly with general-referéliog—
as distinct from discrete filing systems devoteddntracts, finan-
cial information, or other categories of data ttaserve their
own place and indexing. General-reference filesiishioold arti-
cles, brochures, pieces of paper, notes, printtaxss—basically
anything that you want to keep for its interestimguseful data
and that doesn't fit into your specialized filingtems and won't
stand up by itself on a shelf (as will large sofevenanuals and
seminar binders).

If you have a trusted secretary or assistant whimtaias
that system for you, so you can put a "File as ¥5tht on the
document and send it "out" to him or her, great.& yourself if
you still have some personally interesting or abaftial support
material that should be accessible at any momeesr, when your
assistant isn't around. If so, you'll still neediyown system,
either in your desk or right beside it somewhere.

Success Factors for Filing

| strongly suggest that you maintain your own peatoat-hand
filing system. It should take you less than oneutanto pick
something up out of your in-basket or print it freamail, decide
it needs no action but has some potential futulgeyand finish
storing it in a trusted system. If it takes yougenthan a minute
to complete that sequence of actions, you havegmifisant
improvement opportunity, since you probably wateétthe docu-
ment; you'll stack it or stuff it instead. Besidisng fast, the sys-
tem needs to be fun and easy, current and comgkterwise
you'll unconsciously resist emptying your in-badketause you
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know there's likely to be something in there thaghd to get filed,
and you won't even want to look at the papers. Tiaket: I've seen
people go from resisting to actuadinjoyingsorting through their
stacks once their personal filing system is setngbhumming.

You must feel equally comfortable about filing agie piece
of paper on a new topic—even a scribbled note—sitown file
as
you would about filing a more formal, larger docutn®ecause it
requires so much work to make and organize fileeple either
don't keep them or have junked-up cabinets andedsafwll of all
sorts of one-of-a-kind items, like a menu for thedl take-out
cafe or the current train schedule.

Whatever you need to do to get your reference raysighat
quick and easy standard for everything it has td,ldo it. My
system works wonderfully for me and for many othen® try it,
and | highly recommend that you consider incorpogaall of
the following guidelines to really make refereniiag automatic.

Keep Your General-Reference Files at Hand's Rdlihg has to
be instantaneous and easy. If you have to get ey ¢éime you
have some ad hoc piece of paper you want to figllytend to
stack it instead of filing it, and you're also likéo just resist the
whole in-basket process (because you subconscknsly there's
stuff in there that might neefiling!). Many people | have
coached have redesigned their office space so tiheg four
general-reference file drawers literally in "swidétance," instead
of across their room.

One Alpha Systeirhave one A—Z alphabetical filing system, not
multiple systems. People have a tendency to wamgddheir files
as a personal organization system, and therefesedtiempt to
organize them by projects or areas of focus. Thignifies geo-
metrically the number of places somethisigit when you forget
where you filed it. One simple alpha system filesrgthing by
topic, project, person, or company, so it can beniy three or
four places if you forget exactly where you putibu can usually



CHAPTER 4 | GETTING STARTED: SETTING UP THE TIME, SPACE, AND TOOLS

put at least one subset of topics on each lakel;'Gardening—
pots" and "Gardening—ideas." These would be filedien G.

Currently | have four file drawers for my generalerence
files, and each is clearly marked on the outside-E;A"F-L,"
and so on—so | don't have to think about where sangegoes
once it's labeled.

Every once in a while someone has such a huge d@robun
reference material on one topic or project thahduld be put in
its own discrete drawer or cabinet. But if it isd¢han a half a file
drawer's worth, | recommended including it in thgke general
alphabetical system.

Have Lots of Fresh Foldetskeep a giant stack of fresh, new file
folders instantly at hand and reachable from wheieto process
my in-basket. Nothing is worse than having somethinfile and
not having an abundance of folders to grab frormake the
process easy. At any given time | want to havenagritory of
almost half a file drawer full of unused or reusdfblders. Rule of
thumb: reorder when the number drops below a hdndre

Keep the Drawer Less Than Three-Quarters Plliays try to
keep your file drawers less than three-quarteis lfuthey're
stuffed, you'll unconsciously resist putting thifigshere, and ref-
erence materials will tend to stack up instead.dfawer is start-
ing to get tight, | may purge it while I'm on hald the phone.

| know almost no one who doesn't have overstuffled f
drawers. If you value your cuticles, and if you target rid of your
unconscious resistance to filing, then you muspkée drawers
loose enough that you can insert and retrieveilgmut effort.

Some people's reaction to this is "I'd have torhaye file cabi-
nets!" as if that were something horrible. Helpange here. If the
stuff is worth keeping, it's worth keeping so itigteasily accessible,
right? And if it's not, then why are you keepirlits said that we're
in the Information Age; if there's any validity tteat, and if you're
doinganythingthat hinders your usage of it... not smart.

99



100

PRACTICING STRESS-FREE PRODUCTIVITY | PART TWO

You may need to create another tier of referermage to
give yourself sufficient working room with your gaal-reference
files at hand. Material such as finished projedes@nd "dead"
client files may still need to be kept, but carstmeed off-site or at
least out of your work space.

Label Your File Folders with an Auto Label€ypeset labels change
the nature of your files and your relationshiphient. Labeled files
feel comfortable on a boardroom table; everyonadzmtify them;
you can easily see what they are from a distarténayour brief-
case; and when you open your file drawers, yotogte what looks
almost like a printed index of your files in alpksbal order. It
makes it fun to open the drawer to find or indarigs.

Perhaps later in this new millennium the brainrges will
give us some esoteric and complex neurologicaheapbn for why
labeled files work so effectively. Until then, truse. Get a labeler.
And get yourown.To make the whole system work without a hitch,
you'll need to have @t handall the time, so you can file something
whenever you want. And don't share! If you haveething to file
and your labeler's not there, you'll just stackrttaderial instead of
filing it. The labeler should be as basic a togl@s stapler.

Get High-Quality Mechanic§ile cabinets are not the place to
skimp on quality. Nothing is worse than trying foeo a heavy
file drawer and hearing that awfdreechthat happens when you
wrestle with the roller bearings on one of thos8.92 "special
sale" cabinets. You really need a file cabinet whirawer, even
when it's three-quarters full, will glide open arlitk shut with
the smoothness and solidity of a door on a Germaanl'm not
kidding.

Get Rid of Hanging Files If You Cait the risk of seriously
offending a lot of people who are already usinggdnam files, |
recommend that you totally do away with the handileghard-
ware and use just plain folders standing up by Hedves in the
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file drawer, held up by the movable metal platthanback. Hang-
ing folders are much less efficient because otffat it takes to
make a new file ad hoc and the formality that ingsosn the fil-
ing system.

Here's an e-malil | received recently from a semianager
who actually took my advice after avoiding it foc@uple of years
because of his investment in the hanging hardware:

Your system is FANTASTIC!! I've completely redondiles at
home and at work-it only took a combined four days to do it,
but I've done away with Pendaflex and have gonkdartanila
folder system, with A-Z and nothing else. WOWkh'snuch
easier. My desk for some reason is a lot neater without those
stacks of "to be filed" stuff hanging around!

But If You Can't.. Many people are stuck with

the hanging-file system, at least at work, becau:in the fire zone of
side-opening hanging-folder filing cabinets hayireal work, if it takes

become standard corporate issue. If you have tk wiclonger than sixty

with hanging files, then | recommend that you: seconds to file

something, you

« Label the files, not the hangers. That lets yanyc | wontfie, you'l
the file folders for meetings and when travelingac
without taking the hanger.

* Use onlyone file folder per hangerhis will keep the drawer visu-
ally neat and prevent the weirdness that resulenwhultiple
files make a hanger uneven. Having to recalibrigge in an
alpha system every time a folder gets full is taimtrouble.

» Keep a big supply of plain hangers and new filddos in the
front of your first file drawer so you can make rfées and store
them in a flash.
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Purge Your Files at Least Once a Y&eaning house in your files
regularly keeps them from going stale and seenilggd black
hole, and it also gives you the freedom to keeghang on a
whim "in case you might need it." You know evergthiwill be
reassessed within a few months anyway, and youeretide
then what's worth keeping and what isn't. As | $ayrge my
files while I'm on hold on the phone (or markingéi on a con-
ference call that's dragging on and on!).

| recommend that all organizations (if they domité one
already) establish a Dumpster Day, when all em@syget to
come to work in sneakers and jeans, put their ghonedo-not-
disturb, and get current with all their stored fsttumpsters are
brought in, and everyone has permission to spenavtiole day
in purge mode. A personal Dumpster Day is an ithéad) to put
into your tickler file, either during the holidayes, year's end, or
around early-spring tax-preparation time, when goght want
to tie it in with archiving the previous year'sdircial files.

One Final Thing to Prepare . . .

You've blocked off some time, you've gotten a wanda set up,
and you've got the basic tools to start implemerttire method-
ology. Now what?

If you've decided to commit a certain amount oktito set-
ting up your workflow system, there's one moregttimat you'll
need to do to make it maximally effective: you mcdstar the
decks of any other commitments for the duratiothefsession.

If there's someone you absolutely need to calparething
your secretary has to handle for you or you havehteck with
your spouse about, doribw.Or make an agreement with your-

*A great time to do this is Christmas Eve Day, omg similar near-holiday
that falls on a workday. Most people are in "pantyde” anyway, so it's an ideal
opportunity to get funky and clean house.



CHAPTER 4 | GETTING STARTED: SETTING UP THE TIME, SPACE, AND TOOLS

self about when yowill do it, and then put some reminder of that
where you won't miss it. It's critical that youll fpsychic atten-
tion be available for the work at hand.

Almost without exception, when | sit down to begmach-
ing people, even though they've blocked out tirek @mmitted
significant money to utilize me as a resource ffiat time, they
still have things they're going to have to do befee quit for the
day, and they haven't arranged for them yet in then systems.
"Oh, yeah, I've got to call this client back sometitoday," they'll
say, or "l have to check in with my spouse to gbe's gotten the
tickets for tonight." It bespeaks a certain lackawfareness and
maturity in our culture, 1 think, that so many sigfibated people
are ignoring those levels of responsibility to thmin psyche, on
an ongoing operational basis.

So have you handled all that? Good. Now it's tiongather
representatives of all of your open loops into jglaee.
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Collection: Corralling Your "Stuff"

IN CHAPTER 2 | described the basic proceduresditctingyour work.
This chapter will lead you in more detail througle process of
getting all your incompletes, all your "stuff,” inbne place—into
"in." That's the critical first step in getting ttee state of "mind like
water." Just gathering a few more things than youveatly have
will probably create a positive feeling for you.tiBuou can hang in
there and really do the whole collection proce88,dercent, it will
change your experience dramatically and give youngortant
new reference point for being on top of your work.

When | coach a client through this process, th&ectbn
phase usually takes between one and six hourgyhtibdid take
all of twenty hours with one person (finally | tdhiim, "You get
the idea"). It can take longer than you think itiyare committed
to a full-blown capture that will include everytiimt work and
everywhere else. That means going through everpgdcarea
and every nook and cranny in every location, iniclgdcars,
boats, and other homes, if you have them.

Be assured that if you give yourself at least leoaf hours
to tackle this part, you can grab the major portbthings out-
standing. And you can even capture the rest byicgegelevant
placeholding notes—for example, "Purge and probeas stor-
age shed" and "Deal with hall closet."

In the real world, you probably won't be able tefxeour
stuff 100 percent collected all of the time. If yredike most peo-
ple, you'll move too fast and be engaged in tooyntlaings dur-
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ing the course of a week to get all your ideas @mmitments
captured outside your head. But it should becomigleal stan-
dard that keeps you motivated to consistently fcleause” of all
the things about your work and life that have yattgntion.

Ready, Set. ..

There are very practical reasons to gather evexythefore you
startprocessingy:

1 | it's helpful to have a sense of the volum&uff you have to

deal with;

it lets you know where the "end of the tunmgland

when you'r@rocessingndorganizing,you don't want to be
distracted psychologically by an amorphous masstudf

that might still be "somewhere." Once you havehalthings
that require your attention gathered in one plgog]l auto-
matically be operating from a state of enhanced<and
control.

2|
3|

It can be daunting to capture into one locatiorgret time,
all the things that don't belong where they armdy even seem a
little counterintuitive, because for the most pantst of that stuff
was not, and is not, "that important”; that's whly still lying
around. It wasn't an urgent thing when it firstwhkd up, and
probably nothing's blown up yet because it hagghhdealt with.
It's the business card you put in your wallet ahsbody you
thought you might want to contact sometime. lt&slitile piece
of techno-gear in the bottom desk drawer that gomiissing a
part for. It's the printer that you keep tellinguyself you're going
to move to a better location in your office. Thase the kinds of
things that nag at you but that you haven't decaitbebr to deal
with or to drop entirely from your list of open lo& But because
you think there stilcouldbe something important in there, that
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"stuff" is controllingyouand taking up more psychic energy than it
deserves. Keep in mind, you can feel good about ywhare not
doing, only when yolnowwhat you're not doing.

So it's time to begin. Grab your in-basket andl&ihah

stack of plain paper for your notes, and let's . .

. Go!

Physical Gathering

The first activity is to search your physical eowir

Trainyourselfto - ment for anything that doesn't belong where ittfig
notice and collect \yay it is, permanently, and put it into your in-kets

anything that
doesn't belong
where it is forever.
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You'll be gathering things that are incompletengsi
that have some decision about potential action tied
to them. They all go into "in,” so they'll be aghle

for later processing.

What Stays Where It Is

The best way to create a clean decision about whstmething
should go into the in-basket is to understand lgi@aratshouldn't
go in. Here are the four categories of things tteat remain
where they are, the way they are, with no actiet th them:

* Supplies

» Reference material
» Decoration

* Equipment

Supplies . . include anything you need to keep because you use
it regularly. Stationery, business cards, stamfagles, Post-it
pads, legal pads, paper clips, ballpoint refiltdries, forms you
need to fill out from time to time, rubber bands+-efl these
qualify. Many people also have a "personal suppligawer at
work containing dental floss, Kleenex, breath miatgl so on.
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Reference Material.. is anything you simply keep for informa-
tion as needed, such as manuals for your softtverdocal take-
out deli menu, or your kid's soccer schedule. Tdategory
includes your telephone and address informatiow, raaterial
relevant to projects, themes, and topics, and eswsach as dic-
tionaries, encyclopedias, and almanacs.

Decoration . . .means pictures of family, artwork, and fun and
inspiring things pinned to your bulletin board. Yalso might
have plaques, mementos, and/or plants.

Equipment.. is obviously the telephone, computer, fax, tprin
wastebasket, furniture, and/or VCR.

You no doubt have a lot of things that fall intesk four catego-
ries—basically all your tools and your gear, whichve no
actions

tied to them. Everything else goes into "in." Buam of the
things you might initially interpret as suppliesfarence, decora-
tion, or equipment could also have action assatiatiéh them
because they still aren't exactly the way they tedd.

For instance, most people have, in their desk deaared on
their credenzas and bulletin boards, a lot of esfee materials
that either are out of date or need to be organéomdewhere
else. Those should go into "in." Likewise, if yaupplies drawer
is out of control, full of lots of dead or unorgaeil stuff, that's an
incomplete that needs to be captured. Are the pladtgour kids
currentones? Is the artwork what yaanton the wall? Are the
mementos really something you still want to keepthé furni-
ture precisely the way it should be? Is the conmmaeup the way
you want it? Are the plants in your office alive?dther words,
supplies, reference materials, decoration, andpeggmt may
need to be tossed into the in-basket if they'rgusttwhere they
should be, the way they should be.
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Issues About Collecting
As you engage in the collecting phase, you mayintmone or
more of the following:

* you've got a lot more than will fit into one in-kas

 you're likely to get derailed into purging and argang;

* you may have some form of stuff already collectad a
organized; and/or

you're likely to run across some critical thingsttjoou want to
keep in front of you.

What If an Item Is Too Big to Go in the In-Baskiétfou can't
physically put something in the in-basket, therteva note on a
piece of letter-size plain paper to representdt.ifistance, if you
have a poster or other piece of artwork behinddibe to your
office, just write "Artwork behind door" on a letisize piece of
paper and put the paper in the in-basket.

Be sure to date it, too. This has a couple of lwsnéfyour
organization system winds up containing some cfettpeces of
paper representing something else, itll be usefihow when the
note was created. It's also just a great habiate everything you
hand-write, from Post-it notes to your assistant,dice-mails you
download onto a pad, to notes you take on a phahevith a
client. The 3 percent of the time that this liglece of informa-
tion will be extremely useful makes it worth deygg the habit.

What If the Pile Is Too Big to Fit into the In-Bagkif you're like
98 percent of my clients, your initial gatheringiaty will collect
much more than can be comfortably stacked in dragket. If
that's the case, just create stacks around thaskeh and maybe
even on the floor underneath it. Ultimately yoloél emptying the
in-stacks, as you process and organize everythingpe mean-
time, though, make sure that there's some obvisusivdistinc-
tion between the stacks that are "in" and evergthblge.
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Instant Dumpindf it's immediately evident that something is
trash, go ahead and toss it when you see it. Iroe 6 my clients,
this marks the first time they have ever cleaneit ttenter desk
drawer!

If you're not sure what something is or whetherwbrth
keeping, go ahead and put it into "in." You'll Hdeato decide
about it later, when you process the in-basket. tWha don't
want to do is to let yourself get wrapped up imdsi piece by
piece,trying to decide this or that. You'll do that later anyvifay
it's in "in," and it's easier to make those kind<lwices when
you're in processing mode. The objective for tHieciion process
is to get everything into "inds quickly as possib&o you've appro-
priately retrenched and "drawn the battle lines."

Be Careful of the Purge-and-Organize Blny people get hit
with the purge-and-organize virus as they're gtimgugh vari-
ous areas of their office (and their home). If thappens to you,
it's OK, so long as you have a major open windownoé to get
through the whole process (like at least a wholeknahead of
you). Otherwise you'll need to break it up into k&iand cap-
ture them as little projects or actions to do, wéminders in your
system, like "Purge four-drawer cabinet" or "Clediice closet."
What youdon't want to do is let yourself get caught running
down a rabbit trail cleaning up some piece of weark and then
not be able to get through the whole action-manageimple-
mentation process. It may take longer than youkthamd you
want to go for the gold and finish processing alliystuff and set-
ting up your system as soon as possible.

What About Things That Are Already on Lists an@iiganizers'?
You may already have some lists and some sortgaingration
system in place. But unless you're thoroughly familith this
workflow-processing model and have implementedatiously,
| recommend that you treat those lists as itenfistatbe pro-
cessed, like everything else in "in." You'll waotuy system to be
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consistent, and it'll be necessary to evaluateythiag from the
same viewpoint to get it that way.

"But | Can't Lose That Thing . . . Dften in the collection
process someone will run across a piece of papgmdocument
that causes her to say, "Oh, my God! | forgot abiit I'vegotto
deal with that!" It could be a phone slip with &ure call she was
supposed to handle two days before, or some meawtieg that
remind her of an action she was supposed to takksnago. She
doesn't want to put whatever it is into the hugeksof other stuff
in her in-basket because she's afraid she mightttask of it
again.

If that happens to you, first ask yourself if #8mething that
really hasto be handled before you get though this initighlan
mentation time. If so, best deal with it immediateb you get it
off your mind. If not, go ahead and put it into."ifou're going to
get all that processed and emptied soon anywait,vgon't be
lost.

If you can't deal with the action in the moment] ou still
justhaveto have the reminder right in front of you, go ahaad
create an "emergency" stack somewhere close at liambt an
ideal solution, but it'll do. Keep in mind that seotential anx-
iousness is going to surface as you make yourrsifé conscious
to you than it's been. Create whatever supportsiged.

Start with Your Desktop

Ready now? OK. Start piling those things on yowkdeto "in."

Often there'll be numerous things right at hand tieeed to go
in

there. Many people use their whole desktop as ifiggu're one
of them, you'll have several stacks around yoletgirbyour "in"

collection with. Start at one end of your work spand move

around, dealing with everything on every cubic in€ipical
items will be:

*Stacks of mail and memos
*Phone slips
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« Collected business cards
* Notes from meetings

Resist the urge to say, as almost everyone ddeglyni"Well, |
know what's in that stack, and that's where | waréave it."

That'sexactlywhat hasn't worked before, and it all needs to go

into the in-basket.

As you go around your desktop, ask yourself if jaue any
intention of changing any of the tools or equipntbete. Is your
phone OK? Your computer? The desk itself? If amghieeds
changing, write a note about it and toss it into™"i

Desk Drawers

Next tackle the desk drawers, if you have them,abrzetime. Any
attention on anything in there? Any actionable #&nfs there
anything that doesn't belong there? If the answany of these
guestions is yes, put the actionable item into tinlvrite a note
about it. Again, whether you use this opportundyctean and
organize the drawers or simply make a note to datetr will
depend on how much time you have and how much isturff
there.

Countertops

Continue working your way around your office, cdlieg every-
thing sitting on the tops of credenzas or countersabinets that
doesn't belong there permanently. Often there lveilstacks of
reading material, mail, and miscellaneous folderd aupport
material for actions and projects. Collect it all.

Maybe there is reference material that you've dirased
and just left out. If that's so, and if you caruretit to the file
cabinet or the bookshelf in just a second, go aheddlo that. Be
careful to check with yourself, though, about wieetthere is
some potential action tied to the material befare put it away.
If there is, put it into "in" so you can deal withlater in the
process.
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Inside the Cabinets

Now look inside the cabinets. What's in there? &laes perfect

areas for stashing large supplies and referenceriaks, and
equally seductive for holding deeper levels offstuf

Consider whether - Any broken or out-of-date things in there? Oftén I
your collectible and findj collectibles and nostalgia that aren't meafuing
nostalgiaitems are v, v clients any longer. One general manager of an

still meaningful to

you.
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insurance office, for example, wound up tossing out
at least a small Dumpster's worth of "recognition”
awards he had accumulated over the years.

Again, if some of these areas are out of contrdl meed
purging and organizing, write that on a note aisd tointo "in."

Floors, Walls, and Shelves

Anything on bulletin boards that needs action? Amg tacked

onto the walls that doesn't belong there? Any &tieron your

pictures, artwork, plaques, or decorations? Howabte open
shelves? Any books that need to be read or donategzata-

logs, manuals, or three-ring binders that are bulate or have
some potential action associated with them? Argspl stacks of
things on the floor? Just scoot them over nexbta yn-basket to
add to the inventory.

Equipment, Furniture, arid Fixtures

Is there anything you want to do to or change abaytof your
office equipment or furniture or the physical sp#self? Does
everything work? Do you have all the lighting yaed? If there are
actionable items, you know what to do: make aadsput it in "in."

Other Locations

Depending on the scope of what you're addressitigsiprocess,
you may want to do some version of the same kingbdfering
anywhere else you keep stuff. If you're determittedet to a
really empty head, it's imperative that you devierywhere.
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Some executives | work with find it immensely Don't let the "not
valuable to take me home with them and have hsoimportant" trap
walk them through this process there as well. Oftegnaw away your
they've allowed the "not so important” trap to @men | energy at home.
them in their home life, and it has gnawed away at
their energy.

Mental Gathering: The Mind-Sweep

Once you feel you've collected all the physicaidhiin your envi-
ronment that need processing, you'll want to coegthing else
that may be residing in your psychic RAM. What pasr atten-
tion that isn't represented by something alreagypim in-basket?

This is where the stack of plain paper really comtesplay.

I recommend that you write out each thought, edela,ieach
project or thing that has your attention, aeparate sheet of paper.
You could make one long list on a pad, but givew lyou will
later be processing each item individually, iteially more effec-
tive to put everything on separate sheets. Youlikdly not keep
these pieces of paper (unless you decide thatdolwis your best
organizing method), but it'll be handy to have thesndiscrete
items to deal with as you're processing.

It will probably take you between twenty minutesdam
hour to clear your head onto separate netiés; you've gathered
everything else. You'll find that things will tetm occur to you in
somewhat random fashion—little things, big thingsrsonal
things, professional things, in no particular order

In this instance, go for quantity. It's much betteoverdo
this process than to risk missing something. Youalaays toss
the junk later. Your first idea may be "Save thermzlayer," and
then you'll think, "I need cat food!" Grab them &bn't be sur-
prised if you discover you've created quite a stdghkaper in "in"
during this procedure.
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To assist in clearing your head, you may want v@eve the
following "Incompletion Triggers" list, item by ite, to see if
you've forgotten anything. Often you'll just nee@to unearth
something lurking in a corner of your mind. Rememiwghen
something occurs to you, write it on a piece ofgraand toss it

into "in."

"Incompletion Triggers" List

Professional
Projects started, not completed
Projects that need to be started
Commitments/promises to others
Boss/partners
Colleagues
Subordinates
Other people in organization
"Outside" people
Customers
Other organizations
Professionals
Communications to make/get
Internal/External
Initiate or respond to:
Phone calls
Voice-mail
E-mail
Pages
Faxes
Letters
Memos
Other writing to finish/submit
Reports
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Evaluations/reviews
Proposals
Articles
Promotional materials
Manuals/instructions
Rewrites and edits
Meetings that need to be set/requested
Who needs to know about what
decisions?
Significant read/review
Financial
Cash flow
Statistics
Budgets
Forecasts/projections
P&Ls
Balance sheet
Credit line
Planning/organizing
Formal planning (goals, targets,
objectives)
Current projects (next stages)
Upcoming projects
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Business/marketing plans
Organizational initiatives
Upcoming events
Meetings

Presentations
Organizational structuring
Changes in facilities

Installation of new systems/equipment

Travel
Banks
Receivables
Payables
Petty cash
Administration
Legal issues
Insurance
Personnel
Policies/procedures
Customers
Internal
External
Marketing
Promotion
Sales
Customer service
Systems
Phones
Computers
Office equipment
Other equipment
Utilities
Filing
Storage
Inventories

Supplies
Office/site
Office organization
, Furniture
Decorations
Waiting for...
Information
Delegated tasks/projects

Completions critical to projects

Replies to:
Letters
Memos
Calls
Proposals
Requisitions
Reimbursements
Petty cash
Insurance
Ordered items
Items being repaired
Tickets
Decisions of others
Professional development
Training/seminars
Things to learn
Things to look up

Skills to practice/learn especially re:

computers
Tapelvideo training
Resumes
Outside education

Research— need to find out about...

Professional wardrobe
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Personal
Projects started, not completed R&D— things to do
Projects that need to be started Places to go
Commitments/promises to others People to meet/invite
Spouse Local attractions
Children Administration
Family Financial
Friends Bills
Professionals Banks
Borrowed items Investments
Projects: other organizations Loans
Service Taxes
Civic Insurance
Volunteer Legal affairs
Communications to make/get Filing
Family Waiting for. ..
Friends Mail order
Professional Repair
Initiate or respond to: Reimbursements
Phone calls Loaned items
Letters Medical data
Cards RSVPs
Upcoming events Home/household
Special occasions Landlords
Birthdays Property ownership
Anniversaries Legal
Weddings Real estate
Graduations Zoning
Holidays . Taxes
Travel Builders/contractors
Weekend trips Heating/air-conditioning
Vacations Plumbing
Social events Electricity
Cultural events Roofing
Sporting events Landscape
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Driveway
Walls/floors/ceilings
Decoration
Furniture
Utilities
Appliances
Lightbulbs/wiring
Kitchen things
Washer/dryer/vacuum
Areas to organize/clean
Computers
Software
Hardware
Connections
CD-ROM
E-mail/Internet
v
VCR

Music/CDs/tapes

Cameras/film

Phones

Answering machine

Sports equipment

Closets/clothes

The "In" Inventory

Garage/storage

Vehicle repair/maintenance

Tools

Luggage

Pets
Health care

Doctors

Dentists

Specialists
Hobbies

Books/records/tapes/disks
Errands

Hardware store

Drugstore

Market

Bank

Cleaner

Stationer
Community

Neighborhood

Schools

Local government
Civic issues

If your head is empty of everything, personally anafessionally,
then your in-basket is probably quite full, anclkspilling over.
In addition to the paper-based and physical itemgour in-
basket, your inventory of "in" should include amgident voice-
mails and all the e-mails that are currently stdgdte "in" area
of your communication software. It should alsouad any items
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on your organizer lists for which you have not getermined
next actions.
| usually recommend that clients download
Connectionis  their voice-mails onto paper notes and put those in
completed when  theijr in-baskets, along with their whole organizer
youcaneasiy se¢ notehooks, which usually need significant reassess-
theedgestothe  ment If you've been using something like a Palm

i”"e”t;’_ry‘)fh ~ PDA or Microsoft Outlook or Lotus Organizer for
Ezemré’ltet'zgt 45 anything other than calendar and telephone/address

functionality, |1 suggest you print out any task doel
do lists and put them, too, into your in-basket.
E-mails are best left where they are, becauseaif ttolume
and the efficiency factor of dealing with them viritltheir own
minisystem.

But "In" Doesn't Stay in “In"
When you've done all that, you're ready to takenthe step. You
don't want to leave anything in "in" for an indet@énperiod of
time, because then it would without fail creep ba& your psy-
che again, since your mind would know you weregglidg with
it. Of course, one of the main factors in peopiesistance to col-
lecting stuff into "in" is the lack of a good presag and organiz-
ing methodology to handle it.

That brings us to the next chapter: "Getting 8rEmpty."
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Processing: Getting "In" to Empty

ASSUMING THAT YOU have collected everything thas lyaur atten-
tion, your job now is to actually get to the bottofrfin." Getting
"in" to empty doesn't mean actualliping all the actions and
projects that you've collected. It just means iifigng each item
and deciding what it is, what it means, and whakrgogoing 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 deldgate

4 | sorted into your own organizing system remindérs o
actions that require more than two minutes; and

5 | identified any larger commitments (project®) yow have,
based on the input.

To get an overview of this process, you may findsful
here to refer to the Workflow Diagram on page IHte center
column illustrates all the steps involved in preias and decid-
ing your next actions.

This chapter focuses on the components in the alialgr
center column, the steps from "in" to next actiou'll immedi-
ately see the natural organization that resuls fialowing this
process for each of your open loops. For instahgeu pick up
something from "in" and realize, "I've got to cAtlidrea about
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WORKFLOW DIAGRAM—PROCESSING
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that, but I've got to do it on Monday, when she'keér office,"
then you'll defer that action immediately and eritténto your
calendar for Monday.

| recommend that you read through this chapterthed
next one, on organizing your actions, before ydwadly start
processing what you've collected in "in." It mayesgou some
steps. When | coach clients through this processyariably
becomes a dance back and forth between the sinegisiah-

making stage gbrocessinghe open loops and the trickier task of

figuring out the best way to enter these decisiorsclient's par-
ticular organizationsystem.

Many of my coaching clients, for example, are eager
get set up personally on a PDA organizer that sythchro-
nize with Microsoft Outlook, which their companyusing for
e-mail and scheduling. The first thing we have to(dfter
we've collected the in-basket) is make sure air thardware
and software are working. Then we clean up (print and
erase, usually) everything they have previoushdttd organize
in their Outlook task lists and put it all into 'InThen we estab-
lish some working categories such as "Calls," "fitisd' "Agen-
das," "At Computer,"” and so on. As we begin to psscthe
in-basket, the client can go immediately to his pater and
type his action steps directly into the system file ukimately
depend on.

If you're not sure yet what you're going to be gsis a per-
sonal reminder system, don't worry. You can begiy appropri-
ately with the low-tech initial process of notespmeces of paper.
You can always upgrade your tools later, once yaue lyour sys-
tem in place.

Processing Guidelines

The best way to learn this model is by doing. Beté¢ are a few
basic rules to follow:
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* Process the top item first.
* Process one item at a time.
* Never put anything back into "in."

Top Item First

Even if the second item down is a personal noi@tofrom the

president of your country, and the top item isex@iof junk malil,
you've got to process the junk mail first! Thatis a

Processdoes  exaggeration to make a point, but the principleatis
notmean "spend jmportant one: everything gets processed equally.

time on."
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The verb "process" does not mean "spend time aén." |
just means "decide what the thing is and what @ctio
is required, and then dispatch it accordingly." Y@going to get
to the bottom of the basket as soon as you cananyand you
don't want to avoid dealing witimythingin there.

Emergency Scanning Is Not Processing

Most people get to their in-basket or their e-raail look for the
most urgent, most fun, or most interesting stuffiéal with first.
"Emergency scanning" is fine and necessary somstitingo
it, too). Maybe you've just come back from an dtié-sneeting
and have to be on a long conference call in fiftegmutes. So
you check to make sure there are no land mineg &bexplode
and to see if your client has e-mailed you backif@kthe big
proposal.

But that's not processing your in-basket; it's gmecy
scanning. When you're in processing mode, you geisnto the
habit of starting at one end and just crankingugloitems one
at a time, in order. As soon as you break thaf aud process only
what youfeellike processing, and in whatever order, you'll mva
ably begin to leave things unprocessed. Then ydunailonger
have a functioning funnel, and it will back up @ller your desk
and office.
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LIFOorFIFO?

Theoretically, you should flip your in-basket upsidown and
process first the first thing that came in. As l@sgyou go from
one end clear through to the other within a reasienaeriod of
time, though, it won't make much difference. You're

going to see it all in short order anyway. Andafire  Thein-basketis a
going to attempt to clear up a big backlog of elsnai processing station,
staged in "in," you'll actually discover it's magfi- ~ notastorage bin.
cient to process the last-in first because ohalldis-

cussion threads that accumulate on top of one

another.

One Item at a Time

You may find you have a tendency, while processiogr in-
basket, to pick something up, not know exactly wiat want to
do about it, and then let your eyes wander ontth@ndtem far-
ther down the stack and get engaged witithat item may be
more attractive to your psyche because krmawright away what
to do withit—and you don't feel like thinking about what's in
your hand. This is dangerous territory. What's auryhand is
likely to land on a "hmppphhh" stack on the sideyodir desk
because you become distracted by something eawies, impor-
tant, or more interesting below it.

Most people also want to take a whole stack ofythiout of
the in-basket at once, put it right in front of tiheand try to
crank through it. Although | empathize with the ideso "deal
with a big chunk," I constantly remind clients tat ppack every-
thing but the one item on top. The focus on jus thing forces
the requisite attention and decision-making to tedugh all
your stuff. And if you get interrupted (which i&éiy), you won't
have umpteen parts of "in" scattered around outkiele¢ray and
out of control again.
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The Multitasking Exception
There's a subtle exception to the one-item-at-a-tinke. Some
personality types reallgeedto shift their focus away from some-
thing for at least a minute in order to make a sleniabout it.
When | see this going on with someone, | let hiketawo or
sometimes three things out at once as he's pragedss then
easier and faster for him to make a choice abaoaitatttion
required.

Remember, multitasking is an exception—and it works
only
if you hold to the discipline of working throughegy item in
short order, and never avaidydecision for longer than a minute
or two.

Nothing Goes Back into “In"

There's a one-way path out of "in." This is actuahat was
meant by the old admonition to "handle things dhteyugh
handling things just once is in fact a bad ideazdfi did that,
you'd never have a list, because you would finigmghing as
soon as you saw it. You'd also be highly ineffectind inefficient,
since most things you deal with aretto be acted upon the first
time you become aware of them. Where the advice kol is in
eliminating the bad habit of continually pickingrtys up out of
"in," not deciding what they mean or what you'réngoto do
about them, and then just leaving them there. Aebadmoni-
tion would be, "The first time you pick something fuom your
in-basket, decide what to do about it and whegedts. Never put
it back in "in."

The Key Processing Question:
"What's the Next Action?"

You've got the message. You're going to deal with item at a
time. And you're going to make a firm next-acti@tidion about
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each one. This may sound easy—and it is—bam rather like a

it mosquito in a

requires you to do some fast, hard thinking. Muich| nudist camp; |

the time the action will not be self-evident; itliwi| know what | want

need to be determined. to do, but I don't
On that first item, for example, do you need tnow where to

call someone? Fill something out? Get informatio *29™

from the Web? Buy something at the store? Talk g StePhen Bayne

your secretary? E-mail your boss? What? If thare's

action, its specific nature will determine the nest

of options. But what if you say, "There's reallijthio

ing to do with this"?

What If There Is No Action?
It's likely that a portion of your in-basket wikkquire no action.
There will be three types of things in this catggor

*Trash
« |tems to incubate
* Reference material

Trash

If you've been following my suggestions, you'll edaubt already
have tossed out a big pile of stuff. It's alsoljikbat you will have
put stacks of material into "in" that include théngpu don't need
anymore. So don't be surprised if there's stifitariore to throw
away as you process your stuff.

Processing all the things in your world will maksuymore
conscious of what you are going to do and whatsymuldnot be
doing. One director of a foundation | worked witkatbvered that
he had allowed way too many e-mails (thousandsi¢¢amulate—
e-malils that in fact he wasn't ever going to redgoranyway. He
told me that using my method forced him to "go omealthy
diet" about what he would allow to hang aroundvinisld as an
incompletion.

It's likely that at some point you'll come up agathe question
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of whether or not to keep something for future nesfiee. | have
two ways of dealing with that:

*When in doubt, throw it out.
*When in doubt, keep it.

Take your pick. | think either approach is fine.uvjast need to
trust your intuition and be realistic about youasg Most people
have some angst about all of this because thégmsghave never
really been totally functional and clear-edged teeftf you make

a clean distinction between what's reference apgpl®s and

what requires action, and if your reference systesimple and

workable, you can easily keep as much materiabasgn accom-
modate. Since no action is required on it, it's psnatter of

physical space and logistics.

Filing experts can offer you more detailed guidedimbout
all this, and your CPA can provide record-retentiometables
that will tell you how long you should keep whandis of docu-
mentation. My suggestion is that you make therdison about
whether something is actionable or not. Once igarcthat no
action is needed, there's room for lots of options.

Incubate

There will probably be things in your in-basket abahich you
will say to yourself, "There's nothing to do orsthow, but there
might bdater." Examples of this would be:

* A flier announcing a chamber of commerce breakfitst a
guest speaker you might want to hear, but it'svieeks away,
and you're not sure yet if you'll be at home theoub of town
on a business trip.

* An agenda for a board meeting you've been invitedtend in
three weeks. No action is required on it, othem §@ur briefing
yourself a day ahead of the meeting by readingdieada.
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» An advertisement for the next Quicken software aggrfor
your personal finances. Do you really need this wession?
You don't know .. . you'd rather sleep on it foothler week.

* An idea you had about something you might wanotdod
next year's annual sales meeting. There's nothidg on this
now, but you'd like to be reminded when the timmes to

start planning for it.

* A note to yourself about taking a watercolor clagsich you
have zero time for right now.

What do you do with these kinds of things? Theestewo
options that could work:

» Write them on a "Someday/Maybe" list.
« Put them on your calendar or in a "tickler" file.

The point of all of these incubation procedurethi they
give you a way to get the items off your minght nowand let
you feel confident that some reminder of the pdssalbotion will
resurface at an appropriate time. I'll elaborateh@se in more
detail in the next chapter, @nganizing.For now, just put a Post-
it on such items, and label them "maybe" or "renondOcto-
ber 17," and set them aside in a "pending” categowywill be
accumulating for later sorting.*

Reference
Many of the things you will uncover in "in" will ieel no action but
may have value as potentially useful informatioaudlprojects

*One of your extra stack baskets is ideal for thispose. Use it temporarily
during this initial processing to gather thingsotganize later. Afterward you
can use it to hold pending work-in-progress papeads physical reminders of
next actions.
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and topics. Ideally, you have already set up a amekfiling system
(as described in chapter 4) for your reference saqport infor-
mation. As you come across material in your in-baakd e-mail
that you'd like to keep for archival or supportgages, file it.

You'll probably discover that there are lots of eeltaneous
kinds of things that you want to keep but havedpilp in stacks
or stuffed into drawers because your referencersysatas too for-
mal or just plain nonexistent. Let me remind yotehtbat a less-
than-sixty-second, fun-to-use general-referenc@dfilsystem
within arm's reach of where you sit is a missidtieal compo-
nent of full implementation of this methodology.thre "battle
zone" of real life, if it's not easy, fast, and torfile, you'll stack
instead of organizing. And then it will become munbre diffi-
cult to keep things processed.

Whenever you come across something you want to, keep
make a label for it, put it in a file folder, angtk that into your fil-
ing drawer. Or put a Post-it on it instructing y@acretary or
assistant to do the same. In my early days of éogdhused to
give my clients permission to keep a "To File" pi® longer. |
discovered that if you can't get it into your systenmediately,
you're probably not ever going to. If you won'tidmow, you
likely won't do it later, either.

And If There Is an Action . . . What  Is It?
This is the biggie. If there's something that nedbedone
about the item in "in," then you need to decide tdeactly
that next action is. "Next Actions" again, mearesixt physical,
visible activity that would be required to move #iteation toward
closure.

This is both easier and more difficult than it sdsin

The next actiorshouldbe easy to figure out, but there are
often some quick analyses and several planning tep haven't
occurred yet in your mind, and these have to happéore you
can determine precisely what has to happen to aeniie item,
even if it's a fairly simple one.
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Let's look at a sample list of the things that espe might
typically have his attention on.

*Clean the garage
* Do my taxes
«- Conference I'm going to
* Bobby's birthday
* Press release
* Performance reviews
* Management changes

Although each of these items may seem relativelgirchs a
task or project, determining the next action orheaate will take
some thought.
* Clean the garage

...Well, | just have to get in there and start. Nojtveaminute,
there's a big refrigerator in there that | needget rid of first. | should
find out if John Patrick wants it for his camp. losid. . .
« Call John re refrigerator in garage

What abouit. . .

* Do my taxes

.. .but | actually cant start on them until | have ragt|K-|
back. Can't do any thing until then. So I'm.. .

» Waiting for K-l from Acme Trust
And for the. . .

» Conference I'm going to
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.. .I need to find out whether Sandra is going to preapress
kit for us. | guess | need to. . .

» E-mail Sandra re press kits for the conference

and so forth. The action steps—"Call John,"
"Waiting
for K-I," "E-mail Sandra"—are what need to be decidabout
everything that is actionable in your in-basket.

The Action Step Needs to Be the Absolute Next BalyEhing to Do
Remember that these are physical, visible actvilany people
think they've determined the "next action" wherytpet it down

to "set meeting." But thatisot the next action,
Untilyouknow  pecause it's not descriptive of physical behavitow
whatthenext  do you set a meeting? Well, it could be with a ghon
physical actionis, ca|| or an e-mail, but to whom? Decide. If you don’
there's stilmore  jecide now, you'll still have to decide at someebth
thinking required it - and what this process is designed to dactis-a
Ezfor:nanyth'ng @ ally get youto finish the thinking exercise about this
ppen item. If you haven't identified the next physical
action required to kick-start it, there will be asyp
chological gap every time you think about it even
vaguely. You'll tend to resist noticing it.

When you get to a phone or to your computer, yontwa
have all your thinking completed so you can usetdots you
have and the location you're in to more easilythieigs done,
having already defined what there is to do.

What if you say to yourself, "Well, the next thimgneed to

do is decide what to do about this?" That's ayrarke. Deciding

isn't really an action, because actions take tiame, deciding
doesn't. There's always some physical activity that
. can be done to facilitate your decision-making.
Determine what You Njinety-nine percent of the time you just need more
need to do in order ¢y mation before you can make a decision. That
to decide. " . .
additional information can come from external
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sources ("Call Susan to get her input on the prdposr from
internal thinking ("Draft ideas about new reorgaatian").
Either way, there's still a next action to be dateed in order to
move the project forward.

Once You Decide What the Action Step is
You have three options once you decide what thé agtion
really is.

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

« Delegate it(if you're not the most appropriate person to @o th
action).

« Defer itinto your organization system as an option for work
do later.

Do It

If the next action can be done in two minutes ss,l&lo it when
you first pick the item up. If the memo requirestja thirty-
second reading and then a quick "yes"/'no"/othepoase on a
Post-it back to the sender, do it now. If you caowise the catalog
in just a minute or two to see if there might bgthimg of inter-
est in it, browse away, and then toss it, routeriteference it as
required. If the next action on something is towéea quick mes-
sage on someone's voice-mail, make the call now.

Even if the item is not a "high priority” one, doniow if
you're ever going to do it at all. The rationaletfee two-minute
rule is that that's more or less the point whergtatts taking
longer to store and track an item than to deal vitfne first time
it's in your hands-—in other words, it's the effiety cutoff. If the
thing's not important enough to be dotiepw it away.If it is,
and if you're going to do it sometime, the efficgfiactor should
come into play.

Many people find that getting into the habit oldeling the
two-minute rule creates a dramatic improvementéir toroduc-
tivity. One vice president of a large software camptold me
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that it gave him an additional hour a day of qualiscretionary
time! He was one of those 300-e-mails-a-day high-texecu-
tives, highly focused for most of the workday on

The two-minute three key initiatives. Many of those e-mails were
rleis magic.  from people who reported to him—and they needed
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his eyes on something, his comments and OKs, in
order to move forward. But because they were na pic in
his rifle sights, he would just stage the e-mailSin," to get to
"later." After several thousand of them piled up wWould have to
go in to work and spend whole weekends trying tolcap. That
would have been OK if he were twenty-six, when gbémng's an
adrenaline rush anyway, but he was in his thigigd had young
kids. Working all weekend was no longer acceptdigleavior.
When | coached him we went through all 800-plusadsrhe
currently had in "in." It turned out that a lot ¢dube dumped,
guite a few needed to be filed as reference, anaymthers
required less-than-two-minute replies that he wédpthrough. |
checked with him a year later, and he was stiltent He never
let his e-mails mount up beyond a screenful anymdeesaid it
had changed the nature of his division becausbeofitamatic
decrease in his own response time. His staff thooglwas now
made of Teflon!

That's a rather dramatic testimonial, but it'sratidation of
just how critical some of these simple processitgaliors can be,
especially as the volume and speed of the inpuease for you
personally.

Two minutes is in fact just a guideline. If you baa long
open window of time in which to process your inkesyou can
extend the cutoff for each item to five or ten nt@su If you've got
to get to the bottom of all your input rapidly,arder to figure out
how best to use your afternoon, then you may veaghorten the
time to one minute, or even thirty seconds, sogamuget through
everything a little faster.

It's not a bad idea to time yourself for a fewlafde while
you're becoming familiar with the process. Mosgiats | work
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with have difficulty estimating how long two m Youllbe surprised
utes actually is, and they greatlmderestimatmothW many two-
long certain actions are likely to take. For instgniMnute actions you
your action is to leave someone a message, an Ca"perform even
get the real person instead of his or her voicd; " Your most
the call will usually take quite a bit longer thiuao CMtcal projects.
minutes.

There's nothing you really need to track about
your two-minute actions—you just do them. If, hoaewou take
an action and don't finish the project with that @ction, you'll
need to clarify what'sexton it, and manage that according to the
same criteria. For instance, if you act to repldeecartridge in
your favorite pen and discover that you're outasfricdge refills,
you'll want to decide on the next action aboutiggtthem ("Buy
refills at the store") ando, delegatepr deferit appropriately.

Adhere to the two-minute rule and see how much getu
done in the process of clearing out your "in" stadkany people
are amazed by how many two-minute actions are lgessiften
on some of their most critical current projects.

Let me make one more observation regarding the two-
minute rule, this time as it relates to your comfeith typing
e-mails. If you're in a large-volume e-mail enviment, you'll
greatly improve your productivity by increasing ydyping speed
and using the shortcut keyboard commands for yperading
system and your common e-mail software. Too mappist-
cated professionals are seriously hamstrung betiaesetill hunt
and peck and try to use their mouse too much. Mari could
be dispatched faster by combining the two-minutie mith
improved computer skills. I've found that many exises aren't
resisting technology, they're just resisting tkeirboards!

Delegate It

If the next action is going to take longer than mwimutes, ask
yourself, "Am | the best person to be doing it?idt, hand it off
to the appropriate party, in a systematic format.
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Delegation is not always downstream. You may detit@s
has got to get over to Customer Service," or "Mgshoeeds to
put his eyes on this next," or "l need my partrgist of view on
this."

A "systematic format" could be any of the following

» Send the appropriate party an e-mail.

Write a note or an overnote on paper and routéehe"out"
to that person.

*Leave him or her a voice-mail.

* Add it as an agenda item on a list for your neat-tiene
conversation with that person.

* Talk to him or her directly, either face-to-facebgrphone.

Although any of these options can work, | wouldorae
mend them in the above order, top to bottom. E-isailsually
the fastest mode into the system; it provides ectreinic record;
and the receiver gets to deal with it at his or ¢mrvenience.
Written notes are next because they too can gettiet system
immediately, and the recipient then has a physgiagicle to use
as an organizational reminder. If you're passingpaper-based
material as part of the handoff, a written commaitiin is obvi-
ously the way to go; as with e-mail, the person lyand it off to
can then deal with it on his or her own schedutdc®& mail can
be efficient, and many professionals live by ie townside is that
tracking becomes an additional requirement for lyotihand the
recipient, and what you say is not always what getsd. Next
would be saving the communication on an agendatish a
folder for your next regular meeting with the persBometimes
this is necessary because of the sensitive olatbtzéture of the
topic, but it then must wait to get moving untibthmeeting
occurs. The least preferable option would be terinpt what
both you and the person are doing to talk abouité¢ne. This is
immediate, but it hampers workflow for both of yaud has the
same downside as voice-mail: no written record.
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Tracking the Handofff you do delegate an action to someone

else, and if you care at all whether something éapas a result,
you'll need to track it. As | will walk you through the next
chapter, aboutrganizing,you'll see that a significant category to
manage is "Waiting For."

As you develop your own customized system, what you

eventually hand off and then track could look kkkst in a plan-
ner, a file folder holding separate papers for eeh, and/or a
list categorized as "Waiting For" in your softwafer now, if you

don't have a trusted system set up already, jush pwte on a
piece of paper—"W/F: reply from Bob"—and put thata a

"Pending" stack of notes in a separate pile orttiay may result
from your processing.

What If the Ball Is Already in Someone Else's Cburtthe exam-
ple cited above about waiting for the last K-l tov@ in so you
can do your taxes, the next action is currenths@meone else's
plate. In such situations you will also want tackréhe action as a
delegated item, or as a "Waiting For." On the pdpatrsays "Do
my taxes," write something like "Waiting for K-ldm Acme
Trust" and put that into your "Pending" stack.

It's important that you record the date on evenghyou
hand off to others. This, of all the categorieganr personal sys-
tem, is the most crucial one to keep tabs on. €hetiimes you
will actually want to refer to that information (B called and
ordered that on March 12") will make it worth efidting this as
a lifelong habit.

Defer It

It's likely that most of the next actions you detiee for things in
"in" will be yours to do and will take longer thawio minutes to
complete. A call you need to make to a customeg-arail you
need to spend a little time thinking about and targfto your
team; a gift you need to buy for your brother & #tationery
store; a piece of software you need to download ffree Web and
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try out; a conversation you must have with yourusgoabout an
investment you think you should make—all of theehfat
description.

These actions will have to be written down somewlzerd
then organized in the appropriate categories socamuaccess
them when you need to. For the moment, go aheagwtridost-
its on the pieces of paper in "in," with the actiaritten on them,
and add these to the "Pending" stack of papershtinz been
processed.

The "Pending" Things That Are Left

If you follow the instructions in this chapter, yodump a mess
of things, file a bunch, do a lot of two-minuteians, and hand
off a number of items to other people. You'll alsad up with

a stack of items that have actions associatedthéim that you
still need to do—soon, someday, or on a specifte-dand

reminders of things you're waiting on from othepjle. This

"Pending" group is made up of the actions you'legiged or
deferred. It is what still needs to be organizedame fashion in
your personal system, a topic I'll cover in stepsigp detalil
in the next chapter.

|dentifying theProjectsYou Have

This last step in getting to the bottom of "in" uegs a shift in
perspective from the single-action details to Hrgdr picture—
your projects.

Again, | define a "project" as any outcome yousemitted
to achieving that will take more than one acti@pdb complete.
If you look through an inventory of actions thatylave already
been generating—"Call Frank about the car alarr&*mail
Bernadette re conference materials"—you'll no doetbgnize a
number of things that are larger than the singt@mc/ou've
defined. There's still going to be something alicait alarm" to
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do after the call to Frank, and there will stilldmmething to han-
dle about the conference after the e-mail to Bezttad

| hope you're able to see the very practical reftsauefining
projects as broadly as | do: If the action stepweoidentified will
not complete the commitment, then you'll need
some stake in the ground to keep reminding Rightnow you
of actions you have pending until you have clo:Probably have
You need to make a list of projects. A "ProjectstPetween thity and a
may include anything from "Give holiday party" to "u"ded projects
"Divest the Widget product line" to "Finalize com-
pensation package." The purpose of this list igmot
reflect your priorities but just to ensure that yeu
got placeholders for all those open loops.

Whether you draw up your "Projects" list while yeuni-
tially processing your in-basket or after you'veige your action
lists doesn't really matter. It just needs to beedatsomepoint,
and it must be maintained, as it's the key drieerréviewing
where you are and where you want to be.

For now, let's make sure your organizing setuplilssys-
tems go."
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Organizing: Setting Up the
Right Buckets

HAVING A ToTAL and seamless system of organization in place gives
you tremendous power because it allows your minktgo of
lower-level thinking and graduate to intuitive faecu
Airtight organization jng, undistracted by matters that haven't beentdeal
is required for your \yith appropriately. But your physical organization
focus toremain on - gystem must be better than your mental one in order
the broader horizon. for that to happen.

In this chapter Il lead you through the orgargzin
steps and tools that will be required as you psogesr in-basket. As
you initially process "in," you'll create lists agtbupings of things
you want to organize and you'll invariably think additional
items to include. In other words, your organizasgstem is not

' something that you'll necessarily create atirate, in

I got it all together,g vacuum. It will evolve as you process your siufi
but | forgot whergest out whether you have put everything in the bes
Iputit. place foryou.

The outer ring of the Workflow Diagram

(opposite) shows the main groupings into which

things will go as you decide what they are and wiegds to be
done about them.
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The Basic Categories

There are seven primatypesof things that you'll want to keep
track of and manage from an organizational petisgec

. A "Projects" list

. Project support material

. Calendared actions and information
. "Next Actions" lists

« A "Waiting For" list
 Reference material
* A "Someday/Maybe" list

The Importance of Hard Edges

It's critical that all of these categories be kaqistinely distinct

from one another. They each represent a discrpgediagree-

ment we make with ourselves, and if they lose thdges and

begin to blend, much of the value of organizind bl lost.

If you put reference materials in the same pile as
The categories must things you still want to read, for example, yogt
bekeptvisualy,  numb to the stack. If you put items on your "Next
physically, and - Actions" lists that really need to go on the cakend
psychologically  hecause they have to occur on specific days, tben y
separate. ' ' :
won't trust your calendar and you'll continuallyéado

reassess your action lists. If you have a projeet tou're

not going to be doing anything about for some titmaust go onto

your "Someday/Maybe" list so you can relate to"Pmjects” list

with the rigorous action-generating focus it neédsl if something

you're "Waiting For" is included on one of youriawetlists, you'll

continually get bogged down by nonproductive réihim

All You Really Need Is Lists and Folders

Once you knowvhatyou need to keep track of (covered in the
previous chapter, dArocessing)all you really need is lists and
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folders for reference and support materials. Y@itge/ would not give a
(which, as I've indicated, could also be itemsditul-fig for the

ers) will keep track of projects and someday/ma Simplicity on this
as well as the actions you'll need to take on Side of complexity,
active open loops. Folders (digital or paper-bgP!t!Would give
will be required to hold your reference materiad;?%gigr;:ihe
the support information for active projects. other side of

Lots of people have been making lists for yeal complexity.
but have never found the procedure to be partigula __qjiver wendell
effective. There's rampant skepticism about systelHgimes
as simple as the one I'm recommending. But most
list-makers haven't put the appropriate things on
their lists, or have left them incomplete, whicls kapt the lists
themselves from being very functional. Once youkidnat goes
onthe lists, however, things get much easier; thenyst need a
way to manage them.

As I've said, you shouldn't bother to create somtereal
structuring of the priorities on your lists thatwlbthen have to
rearrange or rewrite as things change. Attemptirigypose such
scaffolding has been a big source of frustratiomany people's
organizing. You'll be prioritizing more intuitivelgs you see the
whole list, against quite a number of shifting aalés. The list is
just a way for you to keep track of the total intoen of active
things to which you have made a commitment, arfthtee that
inventory available for review.

When | refer to a "list," keep in mind that | meawthing
more than a grouping of items with some similaratizristic. A
list could look like one of three things: (1) affolder with sepa-
rate paper notes for the items within the categ(@yan actual
list on a titled piece of paper (often within adedeaf organizer
or planner); or (3) an inventory in a software perg or on a
digital assistant, such as Microsoft Outlook taategories or a
category on a handheld PDA.
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Organizing Action Reminders

If you've emptied your in-basket, you'll undoubyeldhve created
a stack of "Pending" reminders for yourself, repntisg longer-
than-two-minute actions that cannot be delegatesbtneone
else. You'll probably have anywhere from twentgitdy or sev-
enty or more such items. You'll also have accuredlatminders
of things that you've handed off to other people] perhaps
some things that need be placed in your calendar'8omeday/
Maybe" kind of holder.

You'll want to sort all of this into groupings thatke sense
to you so you can review them as options for world when you
have time. You'll also want to decide on the mpgr@priate way
physically to organize those groups, whether assite folders or
on lists, either paper-based or digital.

The Actions That Go on Your Calendar
For the purposes of organization, as I've saidethee two basic
kinds of actions: those that must be done on aioetty and/or
at a particular time, and those that just needttddme as soon as
you can get to them, around your other calend&eeasi Calen-
dared action items can be either time-specific.,(84000—5:00
meet with Jim") or day-specific ("Call Rachel Tuagdo see if she
got the proposal®).
As you were processing your in-basket, you probatayne
across things that you put right into your caleratathey showed
up. You may have realized that the next action on
The calendar should getting a medical checkup, for example, was to call
show only the "hard and make the appointment, and so (since the action
landscape” around  required two minutes or less) you actually did fiew
whichyoudothe it occurred to you. Writing the appointment into
fest of youractions. v calendar as you made it would then have been
common sense.
What many people/antto do, however, based
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on old habits of writing daily to-do lists, is padtions on the calen-
dar that they think they'd reallite to get done next Monday, say,
but that then actually might not, and that miglertthave to be
taken over to following day®esist this impuls&lou need to trust
your calendar as sacred territory, reflecting ttecehard edges of
your day's commitments, which should be noticeabla glance
while you're on the run. That'll be much easi¢héf only things in
there are those that you absolutelyveto get done on that day.
When the calendar is relegated to its proper rotgganizing, the
majority of the actions that you need to do arerethe category of
"as soon as possible, against all the other thingge to do."

Organizing As-Soon-As-Possible Actions by Context
Over many years | have discovered that the best twaye
reminded of an "as soon as | can" action is byémticularcontext
required for that action—that is, either the toothe location or
the person needed to complete it. For instantdge iiction requires
a computer, it should go on an "At Computer" lisyour action
demands that you be out in your car driving ardisngh as stop-
ping by the bank or going to the hardware stone),'Errands” list
would be the appropriate place to track it. If lest step is to talk
about something face-to-face with your partner gnultting it
into an "Emily" folder or list makes the most sense

How discrete these categories will need to bedetiend on
(1) how many actions you actually have to trackd &2) how
often you change the contexts within which to danh

If you are that rare person who has only twentg-finext
actions, a single "Next Actions" list might suffidecould include
items as diverse as "Buy nails" and "Talk to bdssua staff
changes" and "Draft ideas about off-site meetitfy.However,
you have fifty or a hundred next actions pendiregging all of
those on one big list would make it too difficudtsee what you
needed to see; each time you got any window of tint® some-
thing, you'd have to do unproductive resorting/olfi happened to
be on a short break at a conference, during whichrgight be
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able to make some calls, you'd have to identifyitdmas that were
calls among a big batch of unrelated items. Whenwyent out to
do odds and ends, you'd probably want to pick out wrrands
and make another list.

Another productivity factor that this kind of orgzation
supports is leveraging your energy when you'redartain mode.
When you're in "phone mode," it helps to make aofgbhone
calls—just crank down your "Calls” list. When yaamputer is up
and running and you're cruising along digitall\, itseful to get as
much done on-line as you can without having ta ghtib another
kind of activity. It takes more energy than mostgie realize to
unhook out of one set of behaviors and get intdhendind of
rhythm and tool set. And obviously, when a key @eiis sitting in
front of you in your office, you'd be wise to haalethe things you
need to talk about with him or her immediately atdh

The Most Common Categories of Action Reminders
You'll probably find that at least a few of theldoling common
list headings for next actions will make senseyéur:

* "Calls"

*"At Computer"

*"Errand's”

« "Office Actions" or "At Office" (miscellaneous)
*"At Home"

*"Agendas"” (for people and meetings)

* "Read/Review"

"Calls" This is the list of all the phone calls you neednake;
you can work off it as long as you have a phonélabla. The
more mobile you are (especially if you have a palbne), the
more useful you'll find it to have one single ligtall your calls:
those strange little windows of time that you wirglwith when
you're off-site or traveling—on a break or waitifay a plane,
maybe—offer a perfect opportunity to work down ylistr Hav-
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ing a discrete "Calls" list makes it much easidiotus and intu-
itively pick the best call to make in the moment.

| -suggest that you take the time to write the ghoamber
itself alongside each item. There are many sitstio which you
would probably make the call if the number wasaalyethere in
front of you but not if you had to look it up.

"At Computer"lf you work with a computer—particularly if you
move around with a laptop or have a PC at workaanudher one
at home—it can be helpful to group all those actitmat you
need to do when it's on and running. This willaliou to see all
your options for computer work to do, reminding yafuall the
e-mails you need to send, the documents you neg@ftoor edit,
and so on.

Because | fly a lot, | even maintain an "On-
line" action list, separate from my "At CompuiThink carefully
one. When I'm on a plane, | can't easily conneaboutwhere and
the Web or to my server, as many actions requip"owyou canand
instead of having to rethink what | can and can ®"tdo which
whenever | look at my "At Computer” list, | cangi®ns.ad
that none of my "At Computer” actions require tr °931zeyourlists
be connected, which frees my mind to make chsgﬁﬂngly'
based on other criteria.

If you have a computer only at work, you may
not need a separate "At Computer” list; "Office iBis" may
cover those actions because the office is thelate you can do
them anyway. (Similarly, if you have a computeryoal home,
and it's not a laptop, you may be able to put caergpecific
actions on your "At Home" list.)

"Errands” It makes a lot of sense to group together in oaeepl
reminders of all the things you need to do whenrgdlout and
about.” When you know you need to get in your cargo some-
where, it's great to be able to look at the lisileviiou're on the
road. Actions like "Get stock certificates frometgfdeposit box,"
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"Pick up pictures at framers," and "Buy petuniasuasery” would
all go here.

This list could, of course, be nothing more elatmthan a
Post-it that you keep in your planner somewhere, sareen in an
"Errands" category of the "To Do" section on yoair® orga-
nizer.

It's often helpful to track sublists within indiwdl

"Errands” items. For instance, as soon as youzeeghu need

something from the hardware store, you might wanintke

"Hardware Store" the list item and then appendatisswof all the

things you want to pick up there, as you thinkkefrh. On the

low-tech end, you could create a "Hardware StostR; on
the high-tech side, if you were using a digitd| §su

We must strive to could attach a "note" to "Hardware Store" on yatr |
reach that and input the details there.

simplicity that lies
beyond
sophistication.
—-John Gardner
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Because | travel in major metropolitan areas so
much, | keeptwo "Errands" lists—"Errands—Ojai"
(where | live) and "Errands—Anywhere," for all
those other things | can pick up even when I'm on
the road. "T-connectors for irrigation® would go on
"Errands—

Ojai," but "Get dress socks" would go on "Errandssypéhere.”

"Office Actions'’/"At Office'lf you work in an office, there will be
certain things that you can do only there, andteoli those will

be a useful thing to have in front of you then—tiflowbviously,

if

you have a phone and a computer in your office, y@mdhave

"Calls" and "At Computer" as separate liskgy'll be in play as
well. I'd use an "Office Actions" or "At Office"dt for anything that
required an Internet connection available onlygven most con-
veniently, in the office—for example, a reminderdmwynload a
large software program from the Web would go osltki for me.

"At Home"Many actions can be done only at home, and it makes
sense to keep a list specific to that context.sime you've got
numerous personal and around-the-house projectsiftan the
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next thing to daon them is just tado them. "Hang new print,"
"Organize CDs," and "Switch closets to winter absthwould be
typical items for this grouping.

If you have an office at home, as | do, anythirg ttan be
done only there goes on the "At Home" list. (If ywoark only at
home and don't go to another office, you won't reeedOffice
Actions" list at al—the "At Home" list will suffie.)

"Agendas" Invariably you'll find that many of your next agi®
need to either occur in a real-time interactiorhwsimeone or be
brought up in a committee, team, or staff meeting.

You have to talk to your partner about an idea fc Standing meetings
next year; you want to check with your spouse abgand people you deal
his schedule for the spring; you need to delegate "ith on an ongoing
task to your secretary that's too complicated tPasis may need
explain in an e-mail. And you must make aj€Irown"Agenda’
announcement at the Monday staff meeting abo!S*
the change in expense-report policies.

These next actions should be put on separate
"Agenda" lists for each of those people and faritheeting (assum-
ing that you attend it regularly). Professional®whkep a file folder
to hold all the things they need to go over withirttoss already
use a version of this method. If you're consciestiabout deter-
mining all your next actions, though, you may fittét you'll
need somewhere between three and fifteen of tiede &f lists. |
recommend that separate files or lists be kepbdeses, partners,
assistants, spouses, and children. You shouldedgnthe same kind
of list for your attorney, financial adviser, acotant, and/or com-
puter consultant, as well as for anyone else witbrvyou might
have more than one thing to go over the next timetglk on the
phone.

If you participate in standing meetings—staff megsi,
project meetings, board meetings, committee mestindpat-
ever—they, too, deserve their own files, in whidu gan collect
things that will need to be addressed on thosesmta
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Often you'll want to keep a running list of thirtgsgo over
with someone you'll be interacting with only foliraited period
of time. For instance, if you have a contractonda significant
piece of work on your house or property, you caaier a list for
him for the duration of the project. As you're watkaround the
site after he's left for the day, you may noticeesal things you
need to talk with him about, and you'll want thstttio be easy to
capture and to access as needed.

Given the usefulness of this type of list, yourtegsshould
allow you to add "Agendas" ad hoc, as needed, lguackl simply.
For example, inserting a page for a person or dimge&ithin an
"Agenda" section in a loose-leaf notebook plarederst only seconds,
as does adding a dedicated "Memao" in a PDA's "Agjecategory.

"Read/Review'You will no doubt have discovered in your in-
basket a number of things for which your next actiotoread. |
hope you will have held to the two-minute rule aigpatched a
number of those quick-skim items already—tossiilmgf, or
routing them forward as appropriate.

To-read items that you know will demand more thao t
minutes of your time are usually best managedsiparate physi-
cal stack-basket labeled "Read/Review." This lissstiist" by my
definition, but one that's more efficiently dealittwby group-
ing the documents and magazines themselves inyaatrd/or
portable folder.

For many people, the "Read/Review" stack can gié qu
large. That's why it's critical that the pile besersed only for
those longer-than-two-minute things that you atyuafnt to
read when you have tim€hat can be daunting enough in itself,
but things geseriouslyout of control and psychologically numb-
ing when the edges of this category are not cledefined. A
pristine delineation will at least make you conssiof the inven-
tory, and if you're like most people, having somgetof self-
regulating mechanism will help you become more avediwhat
you want to keep and what you should just getfrid o
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It's practical to have that stack of reading matexi hand
and easy to grab on the run when you're on yourtavaymeeting
that may be late starting, a seminar that may have
window of time when nothing is going on, or a der Those who make
tist appointment that may keep you waiting to gethe worst use of
your teeth cleaned. Those are all great opporasnititheir time are the
to crank through that kind of reading. People whfirst to complain of
don't have their "Read/Review" material organize!t shorness.
can waste a lot of time, since life is full of veklittle de_'Jea”

windows when it could be processed.

Organizing "Waiting For"

Like reminders of the actionguneed to do, reminders of all
the things that you're waiting to get back fromget done by
others have to be sorted and grouped. You wordssadly be
tracking discrete action steps here, but more dite deliver-
ables or projects that others are responsiblestioh as the tickets
you've ordered from the theater, the scanner thatting for
the office, the OK on the proposal from your clieabhd so
on. When the next action on something is up to somelse,
you don't need aaction reminder, just a trigger about what
you're waiting for from whom. Your role is to rewidhat list as
often as you need to and assess whether you augjetaking
an action such as checking the status or lightifigainder the
project.

You'll probably find it works best to keep this "Wtizg For"
list close at hand, in the same system as your"biert Actions"
reminder lists. The responsibility for the nextpsteay bounce
back and forth many times before a project istigis For exam-
ple, you may need to make a call to a vendor toastop proposal
for a piece of work (on your "Calls" list.) Havimgade the call,
you then wait for the vendor to get back to yolhwlite proposal
(the proposal goes to your "Waiting For" list). Wihtbe propo-
sal comes in, you have to review it (it lands inrytiRead/Review"
stack-basket). Once you've gone over it, you seiadyiour boss
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for her approval (now it's back on your "Waitingr'Flist). And
S0 on.*

You'l get a great feeling when you know that yBi¥aiting
For" list is the complete inventory of everythinguycare about
that other people are supposed to be doing.

Using the Original Item as Its Own Action Reminder

The most efficient way to track your action remirdis to add

them to lists or folders as they occur to you. dhiginating trig-

ger won't be needed after you have processed it. Yo

Keepactionable might take notes in the meeting with your boss, but
e-mails and paper you can toss those after you've pulled out anyeptsj
separated fromall gnd actions associated with them. While some peo-
L ple try to archive voice-mails that they still need

to "do something about," that's not the most effec-

tive way to manage the reminders embedded in them.

There are some exceptions to this rule, howevertaibe
kinds of input will most efficiently serve as theiwn reminders of
required actions, rather than your having to wsitenething
about them on a list. This is particularly true fmme paper-
based materials and some e-mails.

Managing Paper-Based Workflow

Some things are their own best reminders of woldetdone. The
category of "Read/Review" articles, publications] @ocuments
is the most common example. It would obviously kerkill to
write "ReviewFortunemagazine" on some action list when you
could just as easily toss the magazine itself yaar "Read/
Review" basket to act as the trigger.

*Digital list managers (like the Palm's) or lowepapers in separate folders
have an advantage, here over lists on paper bettaysket you easily move an
item from one category to another as the actiomgés, without your having
to rewrite anything.
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Another example: people who find it easier to deti bills
by paying them all at one time and in one locatidhwant to
keep their bills in a folder or stack-basket labéelBills to Pay"
(or, more generically, "Financial to Process"). iginty, receipts
for expense reporting should be either dealt witlha time
they're generated or kept in their own "ReceipBrtcess” enve-
lope or folder.*

The specific nature of your work, your input, amdiywork-
station may make it more efficient to organize otb&tegories
using only the original paper itself. A customervgge profes-
sional, for instance, may deal with humerous regubst show
up in a standard written form, and in that casentaaiing a bas-
ket or file containing only those actionable iteémthe best way to
manage them.

Whether it makes more sense to write reminders|ish @r
to use the originating documents in a basket oefolvill depend
to a great extent on logistics. Could you use theseinders
somewhere other than at your desk? If so, the Ipitityaof the
material should be considered. If you couldn't jibgsdo that
work anywhere but at your desk, then managing réentof it
solely at your workstation is the better choice.

Whichever option you select, the reminders showdrb
visibly discrete categories based upon the neidraotquired. If
the next action on a service order is to makelaitahould be in
a "Calls" group; if the action step is to revievioimation and
input it into the computer, it should be labeled ‘@omputer."
Most undermining of the effectiveness of many wiomkfsystems
| see is the fact that all the documents of one {gg., service
reguests) are kept in a single tray, even thoufjiereint kinds of
actions may be required on each one. One requeds agphone

*This approach can be dangerous, however, if yott gat those "Bills to Pay"
or "Receipts to Process" in front of your face @sststently as you should. Just
having them "organized" isn't sufficient to getrtheff your mind—you've also
got to review them appropriately.
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call, another needs data reviewed, and still andshsaiting for
someone to get back with some information—but tieesll
sorted together. This arrangement can cause aferamd to
go numb to the stack because of all the decisioasare still
pending about the next-action level of doing.

My personal system is highly portable, with almegery-
thing kept on lists, but I still maintain two cateigs of paper-
based reminders. | travel with a "Read/Review"tfadie folder
and another one labeled "Data Entry." In the ldtprt anything
for which the next action is simply to input datdéoi my com-
puter (business cards that need to get into mphelse/address
list, quotes for my "Quotes" database, articlesibbestaurants |
want to put on my "Travel—Cities" sublists, etc.).

Managing E-mail-Based Workflow

Like some paper-based materials, e-mails that aetdn are
sometimes best as their own reminders—in this wétbén the
tracked e-mail system itself. This is especiakgliy to be true if
you get a lot of e-mail and spend a lot of yourkatome with your
e-mail software booted up. E-mails that you needctoon may
then be stored within the system instead of hathiedq embed-
ded actions written out on a list.

Many of my clients have found it helpful to set two or
three unique folders on their e-mail navigator barsie, most
folders in e-mail should be used for referencerciniged materi-
als, but it's also possible to set up a workalstegy that will keep
your actionable messages discretely organizeddeut$ the "in"
area itself (which is where most people keep them).

| recommend that you create one folder for any doilyan-
two-minute e-mails that you need to act on (again, should be
able to dispatch many messages right off the béllmyving the
two-minute rule). The folder name should begin witbrefix let-
ter or symbol so that (1) it looks different frorowy reference
folders and (2) it sits at the top of your foldiershe navigator bar.
Use something like the "@" sign in Microsoft or thesh ("-") in
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Lotus, which sort into their systems at the topulYesulting
"FACTION" folder will hold those e-mails that yoweed to do
something about.

Next you can create a folder titled "@WAITING FOR,"
which will show up in the same place as the "@AQYI@lder.
Then, as you receive e-mails that indicate thatesoma is going
to do something that you care about tracking, yowudrag them
over into the "@WAITING FOR" file. It can also hotdminders
for anything that you delegate via e-mail: when Yowward
something, or use e-mail to make a request or dielean action,
just save a copy into the "@WAITING FOR" file.*

Some applications (such as Lotus Notes) allow gdile a
copy of an e-mail into one of your folders as yeudsit (with a
"Send and File" button). Others (e.g., Outlook)l wimultane-
ously save only into your universal "Sent Mail'det. In the latter
case, what seems to work best for many is to ctmgy ér "bcc")
themselves when they delegate via e-mail, and tthgull that
copy into their "@WAITING FOR" folder. (It's relatly easy to
program Outlook to automatically send any e-mait fou "cc"
to yourself into a designated folder, which woulgblicate the
process just described.)

Getting E-mail "In" to "EmptyThe method detailed above will
enable you to actually get everything out of younal in-basket,
which will be a huge boon to your clarity about arwhtrol of
your day-to-day work. You'll reclaim "in" as "inso anything
residing there will be like a message on your amswe
machine—a blinking light telling you you need t@gess some-
thing! Most people use their e-mail "in" for stagistill-undecided
actionable things and reference, a practice thatikanumbs
the mind: they know they've got to reassess evinyiwvery

*Microsoft Outlook allows users to copy or move a#sinto its "Tasks" con-
text, which, if organized according to my recomnezhdategories, could work
equally well.
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Itrequires much  time they glance at the screen. If you never had more
lessenergyto  than a screenful of e-mails, this approach might
maintain e-mailat he regsonably functional, but with the volume most
azeobasethanal hyofessionals are dealing with these days, thasrioe

a thousand base.

apply.

Again, getting "in" empty doesn't mean you've
handled everything. It means that you've DELETEawou
could, FILED what you wanted to keep but don't nieedct on,
DONE the less-than-two-minute responses, and mavied
your reminder folders all the things you're waitingand all your
actionable e-mailfNowyou can open the "@ACTION" file and
review the e-mails that you've determined you rieespend time
on. Isn't that process easier to relate to tharbfumgp through
multiple screens, fearing all the while that youymaiss some-
thing that'll blow up on you?

A Caution About Dispersing Reminders of Your Action
There's an obvious danger in putting reminders of

"QutOfsightv outof things you need to do somewhere out of sight. The
m'nd"'s_no”ea”y function of an organization system is primarily to
out of mind. supply the reminders you need to sdeenyou need
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to see them, so you can trust your choices abouat wh
you're doing (and what you're not doing). Before yeave the
office for the day, the actionable e-mails that gblll have pend-
ing must be reviewed individually, just like yougdlls" or "At
Computer" lists. In essence, "@ACTION" is an extnsf your
"At Computer" list and should be handled in exattly same
fashion. Your paper-based "Pending" workflow milsviise be
assessed like a list if the paper materials anegbesed as your
only reminders.

Distributing action triggers in a folder, on listsd/or in an
e-mail system is perfectly Okas long as you review all of the cate-
gories to which you've entrusted your triggers diguas required.You
don't want things lurking in the recesses of ygstesns and not
being used for their intended purpose: reminding yo
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In order to hang out with friends or take a lonmless walk
and truly have nothing on your mind, you've goknow where
all your actionable items are located, what they and that they
will wait. And you need to be able to do that ifea seconds,
not days.

Organizing Project Reminders

Creating and maintaining one list of all your potge(that is,
again, every commitment or desired outcome that reguire
more than one action step to complete) can befaymo experi-
ence! You probably have more of them than you thifikou
haven't done so already, | recommend that initiadly make a
"Projects” list in a very simple format, similarttee ones you've
used for your lists of actions: it can be a catggor digital orga-
nizer, a page in a loose-leaf planner, or evemglesiile folder
labeled "PROJECTS," with either a master list grasate sheets
of paper for each one.

The "Projects” List(s)
The "Projects" list is not meant to hold plans etads about your
projects themselves, nor should you try to keeprnged by pri-
ority or size or urgency—it's just a comprehengiekex of your
open loops. You actually won't be working off af thProjects” list
during your day-to-day activities; for the mosttpgour action
lists and any ad hoc tasks that come up will clostiyour tactical
in-the-moment focus. Remember, you caota proj-
ect, you can only do the action steps it requires. A complete and
The real value of the "Projects” list lies in curent Projects”
complete review it can provide (at least once akyy listis the major
allowing you to ensure that you have action ¢operational tool for
defined for all of your projects, and that nothiig™oving from tree-
slipping through the cracks. A quick glance at Mu99ing to forest
list from time to time will enhance your underlying Maagement
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sense of control. You'll also know that you haveirarentory
available to you (and to others) whenever it seadvisable to
evaluate workload(s).

One List, or Subdivided?

Most people find that one list is the best way tobgcause
it serves as a master inventory rather than asla ptéoritiz-
ing guideline. The organizing system merely pravigiaceholders
for all your open loops and options so your mind caore
easily make the necessary intuitive, moment-to-nmrsigategic
decisions.

Frankly, it doesn't matter how many different listgprojects
you have, so long as you look at the contentallodf them as
often as you need to, since for the most part lydo'that in one
fell swoop during your Weekly Review.

Some Common Ways to Subsort Projects
There are some situations in which it makes goodesé sub-
sort a "Projects” list. Let's look at these one@bg.

Personal/Professionalany people feel more comfortable see-
ing their lists divided up between personal andfgssional

* projects. If you're among them, be advised ttmatry'Personal”
list will need to be reviewed as judiciously as rydarofessional”
one, and not just saved for weekends. Many actiongersonal
things will need to be handled on weekdays, exdityevery-
thing else. And often some of the greatest pressoineprofes-
sionals stem from the personal aspects of thaisIthat they are
letting slip.

Delegated Projectdf you're a senior manager or executive, you
probably have several projects that you are direetiponsible for
but have handed off to people who report to youil®Awou
could, of course, put them on your "Waiting Fost,liit might
make better sense to create a "Projects—Delegdisdto
track
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them: your task will be simply to review the lisgularly enough
to ensure that everything on it is moving alongrappately.

Specific Types of ProjecBome professionals have as part of their

work several different projects of the satype, which in some
instances it maybe valuable to group togethersablist of "Proj-
ects." For example, | maintain a separate catezpigd "Projects
to Deliver," a chronological listing of all the upuing seminars,
coaching, and consulting assignments I've commitied hese
events are "projects” like the rest, in that | nem#eep noting
whether things are moving along on and in placefem until
they're completed. But | find it helpful to seerthall organized
on one list, in the order in which they are comipgon my calen-
dar, apart from my other projects.

If you are a real estate agent, sell consultingices, or
develop proposals for a relatively small numbeipaispective
clients in any profession, you will likely find itseful to see all of
your outstanding "sales relationships in progréssine view.
This could be a separate list in your planner dall€lient
Projects in Development," or if you already have folders for
each in-progress project, it may suffice to grdugnt all in one
file stand on your credenza. Just realize thatdpjsroach will
work only if it represents a complete set of alltledse situa-
tions that require action, and only if you revidvem regularly
along with the rest of your projects, keeping themrent and
CONSCIouS.

What About Subprojects?

Some of your projects will likely have majsutprojects, each of
which could in theory be seen as a whole projegbu're moving
into a new house, for instance, and are upgradidgchanging
much of the property, you may have a list of actimde items like
"Finalize landscaping,” "Renovate kitchen," "Rewii@sement,”
and so on, all of which could in themselves be idensd separate
projects. Do you make all of this one entry on ytRmojects"
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list—say, "Finish new home renovations"—or do yotitev
up
each of the subprojects as an individual line item?

Actually, it won't matter, as long as you revieWtlad compo-
nents of the project as frequently as you need siay produc-
tive. No external tool or organizing format is ggito be perfect
for sorting both horizontally across and verticaltywn through
all your projects; you'll still have to be awarettoé whole in some
cohesive way (such as via your Weekly Review)oli ynake the
large project your one listing on your "Projectst, lyou'll want to
keep a list of the subprojects and/or the projieat jpself as "proj-
ect support material" to be reviewed when you ctmtbat major
item. | would recommend doing it this way if bigepes of the
project aredependenbn other pieces getting done first. In that
scenario you might have subprojects with no netivreg attached
to them because they are in a sense "waiting therdhings to
happen before they can move forward. For instayme,might
not be able to start on "Renovate kitchen" until finish "Rewire
basement." However, you might be able to proceetFunalize
landscaping" independent of either of the othepgjbcts. You
would therefore want a next action to be contiryuallrrent on
"Rewire basementind"Finalize landscaping."

Don't be too concerned about which way is besyolire not
* sure, I'd vote for putting your Big Projects dret'Projects" list
and holding the subpieces in your project support
How you list material, making sure to include them in your
projects and Weekly Review, If that arrangement doesn't feel
subprojectsisup to quite right, try including theactive and independent
you; justbe sure  ghprojects as separate entries on your master list
you know where to There's no perfect system for tracking all your
find allthe moving - ects and subprojects the same way. You jus nee
parts to know youhave projects and, if they have associated
components, where to find the appropriate reminders
for them.
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Project Support Materials

Project support materials are not project actiang, they're not
project reminders. They're resources to suppont gotions and
thinking about your projects.

Don't Use Support Material for Remindifigpically, people use
stacks of papers and thickly stuffed file foldassreminderghat
(1) they'vegota project, and (2) they've got to do something abou
it. They're essentially making support materialveseas action
reminders. The problem is that next actions anditid¢aFor"
items on these projects have usually not beenrdigted and are
psychologically still embedded in the stacks arel fllders—
giving them the aura of just more "stuff" that fegés (un)orga-
nizer instead of attracting him or her to actiorhéff you're on
the run, in the heat of the activities of the ddgs like that are
the last thing you'll want to pick up and perusesttions. You'll
actually go numb to the files and the piles becahsg don't
prompt you to do anything and they simply createenamxiety.

If you're in this kind of situation, you must firstld the proj-
ect itself to your "Projects" list, as a remindaattthere's an out-
come to be achieved. Then the action steps andtiyator"
items must be put onto their appropriate actionimder lists.
Finally, when it's time to actualyo an action, like making a call to
someone about the project, you can pull out alhthéerials you
think you might need to have as support duringtimerersation.

To reiterate, yowon'twant to use support materials as your
primary reminders of what to do—that should begated to
your action lists. If, however, the materials comtaroject plans
and overviews in addition to ad hoc archival aridremce infor-
mation, you may want to keep them a little morélyisaccessible
than you do the pure reference materials in ydingficabinet.
The latter place is fine for support stuff, too,l@eg as you have
the discipline to pull out the file drawer and takdéook at the
plan every time you do your Weekly Review. If naiu're better

159



160

PRACTICING STRESS-FREE PRODUCTIVITY | PART TWO

off storing those kinds of project support filesarstanding
file holder or a separate "Pending" stack-basketaumr desk or
credenza.

To return to the previous example of moving intaeav
house, you could have a folder labeled "New Hogsetaining
all the plans and details and notes about the tapisg and
the kitchen and the basement. In your Weekly Reyvighen
you came to "Finish new home renovations" on y@uojects"
list, you'd pull out the "New House" file and thurtiivough all
your notes to ensure that you weren't missing asgiple next
actions. Those actions would then get done, detelgatr
deferred onto your action lists, and the folder Midue refiled
until you needed it again for doing the actiongaoryour next
Weekly Review.

Many people who interact with prospects and clients
have attempted to use client folders and/or comtactagement
software such as Act! to "manage the account." fiedlem
here is that some material is just facts or histwrdata that
needs to be stored as background for when you rbghble to
use it, and some of what must be tracked is theractequired
to move the relationships forward. The latter canntore ef-
fectively organized within your action-lists systef@lient in-
formation is just that, and it can be folded intgemeral-reference
file on the client or stored within a client-focusskbrary. (I
use Act! for the single great feature it offersattbwing me
to cross-reference general company information sigdifi-
cant interactions with key people within the comypditis just
a good client-centered database.) If | need to aallient, |
don't want that reminder embedded anywhere butyiGalls"
list.

Organizing Ad Hoc Project Thinking

In chapter 3, | suggested that you will often higeas that you'll
want to keep about projects but that are not nacgssext
actions. Those ideas fall into the broad categbtproject sup-
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port materials," and may be anything from a notibout some-
thing you might want to do on your next vacatioratolarifica-
tion of some major components in a project plaresétthoughts
could come as you're driving down the freewayrisig to a news
story on the radio, or reading a relevant artigiéhat
do you do with that kind of material? There is no need"
My recommendation here is that you consevertoloseanidea
where you're keeping tabs on the project or iaboutaproject
itself, how you might add information to it in t/tfheme, or topic.
format, and where you might store any more exten-
sive data associated with it. Most professionalshaive several
options for how to handle support materials, inicigcattaching
notes to a list item, organizing digital informatiin e-mail
and/or databases, and maintaining paper-basedafitsiotes in
notebooks.

Attached Note#/lost organizing software allows you to attach a
digital "note" to a list or calendar entry. If ymukeeping a "Proj-
ects" list within the software, you can go to thejgct you had a
thought about, open or attach a "note" to it, pe in your idea.
This is an excellent way to capture "back-of-theetwpe" project
thinking. If your "Projects" list is paper-baseauycan attach a
Post-it note next to the item on your master listfgyou're a low-
tech type, on the item's separate sheet. In amy gag'll need to
remember to look at the attachment when you reyiew proj-
ect, to make use of the data.

E-mail and DatabaseE-mails that might contain good informa-
tion related to your projects can be held in adddd e-mail folder
(just follow the instructions on pages 152-53 f@ACTION"
and call it something like "@PROJECTS"). You magodind it
worthwhile, if you don't have one already, to geiaumore rigor-
ous kind of digital database for organizing younking on a
project or topic. If your company uses Lotus Notesgexample,
you can create a project database either for ywargrivate use
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on your PC or to be shared with others in your oekw It's
worth looking into some of the other types of ffesen databases
that are on the market, too—even just for your os®. It's great
to be able to cut and paste from the Web or fromais and drop
data under a topic somewhere or type in your ownghts. Be
sure, also, to explore the technology and toolsytba already
have—just learning how to use all the lists anddtinents in
something like the Palm organizer may provide ydaibh suffi-
cient "back-of-the-envelope" capability.

Paper-Based Fileslaving a separate file folder devoted to each
project makes a lot of sense when you're accumglataper-
based materials; it may be low-tech, but it's agaht solution
nonetheless. Simplicity and ease of handling makeafgood
general-reference filing system—one that lets yaml éomfort-
able about creating a folder for scraps of pajmen fa meeting.

Pages in Notebook& great advantage of paper-based loose-leaf
notebooks is that you can dedicate a whole pageoap of pages

to an individual project. For years | maintaineshidsize notebook
with a "Projects" list in front and a "Project Suopf} section
toward the back, where | always had some blanksptageapture
any random thinking or plans and details aboutptsjon my list.

Each of the methods described above can be eHfantiorganiz-
ing project thinking. The key is that you must detetly look
for any action steps inherent in your project naesl review the
notes themselves as often as you think is necesgiapn the
nature of the project.

You'll also want to clear out many of your notesethey

*Many Lotus Notes users don't even realize theydzathis, but in fact it's one
of the program's most powerful features. If youehdlotes, check with your
resident IT resource person and have him or helestgystem permission and
show you how.
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become inactive or unreal, to keep the whole syétem catch-
ing the "stale" virus. I've found a lot of valuedapturing these
types of thoughts, more for the way it consistetlps my
thinking process than because | end up using eéslesy(most |
don't!). But | try to make sure not to let my olibtights stay
around too long, pretending they're useful wheg'teeot.

Organizing Nonactionable Data

Interestingly, one of the biggest problems with tpmople's per-
sonal management systems is that they blend a dganable
things with a large amount of data and materidlhiaa value but
no action attached. Having good, consistent strastwvith
which to manage the nonactionable items in our vaok lives is
as important as managing our action and projecineens.
When the nonactionable items aren't properly matatiey
clog up the whole process.

Unactionable items fall into two large categoriederence
materials and reminders of things that need n@mctow but
might at a later date.

Reference Materials
Much of what comes across your desk and into yfeuinl general
is reference material. There's no action requlvatljt's informa-
tion that you want to keep, for a variety of reasorour major
decisions will be how much to keep, how much roordddicate
to it, what form it should be stored in, and whé¥eich of that
will be a personal or organizational judgment ¢talsed upon
legal or logistical concerns or personal preferenthe only time
you should have attention on your reference maisnahen you
need to change your system in some way becausbay@itoo
much or too little information, given your needpoeferences.
The problem most people have psychologically wittheir
stuff is that it's still "stuff*—that is, they han'¢ decided what's
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actionable and what's not. Once you've made a distinction
about which is which, what's left as reference &hdave no
pull or incompletion associated with it—it's justuyyr library.

Your only decision then is how big a library younkawhen
you've fully implemented this action-management hoet
dology, you can be as big a packrat as your spalogsical
and digital) will allow. As I've increased the siakthe hard
disk in my computer, I've kept that much more etrimaimy

archives. The more the merrier, as far as I'm qoeck since
increasing the volume of pure reference materids am psychic
weight.

The Variety of Reference Systems

There are a number of ways to organize referenderiala and
many types of tools to use. What follows is a bdistussion of
some of the most common.

 General-reference filing—paper and e-mail
* Large-category filing

* Rolodexes and contact managers

* Libraries and archives

Yourfiing system General-Reference FilingAs I've said, a good filing
shouldbe asimple system is critical for processing and organizingiryo
lbrary ofdata,  gtyff, It's also a must for dealing with the sommets
easly huge volume of paper-based materials that are valu-
retrievable—— aple for you for one reason or another. Ideally you
will already have set up a general-reference fikiyg-
tem as you were processing "in." You need to feel
comfortable storing even a single piece of papat th
you might want to refer to later, and your system
must be informal and accessible enough that gisa@ to file it
away in your alphabetized general-reference sysight,at hand
where you work. If you're not set up that way yebk back at
chapter 4 for help on this topic.

not your reminder
for actions,
projects, priorities,
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Most people seem to wind up with 200 to 400 papset
general-reference files and 30 to 100 e-mail refardolders.

Large-Category FilingAny topic that requires more than fifty
file folders should probably be given its own sattor drawer,
with its own alpha-sorted system. For instancggifre managing
a corporate merger and need to keep hold of &f ltiteopaper-
work, you may want to dedicate two or three whitdechbinets to
all the documentation required in the due-diligepoecess. If
gardening or sailing or cooking is your passiory ymay need at
least a whole file drawer for those designated tesbb

Bear in mind that if your "area of focus" has suppuaterial
that could blend into other "areas of focus,” yaymun into the
dilemma of whether to store the information in gaheeference
or in the specialized reference files. When youl eegreat article
about wood fencing and want to keep it, does tlaingyour
"Garden" cabinet or in the general system with rotfermation
about home-related projects? As a general rudebdst to stick
with one general-reference system except for a hrarged num-
ber of discrete topics.

Rolodexes and Contact Managdfsich of the information that
you need to keep is directly related to peopleoiar ymetwork. You
need to track contact information of all sorts—haane office
phone numbers and addresses, cell-phone numbersjrfzbers,
e-mail addresses, and so on. In addition, if yod fi useful, you
may want to maintain information about birthdayames of
friends’ and colleagues' family members, hobbesrite wines
and foods, and the like. In a more rigorous pridess vein, you
may need or want to track hire dates, performaeciew dates,
goals and objectives, and other potentially reledata for staff
development purposes.

The telephone/address section of most of the argensold
in the last fifty years is probably (along with tb@endar) their
most commonly used component. Everyone needs {otkaek
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of phone numbers. It's instructive to note that thipurely and
simply reference material. No action is requiredis-tis just
information that you might need to access in thearéu

So there's no big mystery about how to organizasitje
from the logistics for your individual needs. Agdime only prob-
lem comes up when people try to make their Rolcslsgeve as
tools for reminding them about things they needid®o That
doesn't work. As long as all the actions relativgoéople you
know have been identified and tracked in your acteminder
lists, there's no role for telephone and addresters)s to fill other
than being a neutral address book.

The only issue then becomes how much informatiam yo
need to keep and where and in what equipment yed toekeep
it in order to have it accessible when you wanldthing's per-
fect in that regard, but as the small digital tdmsome easier to
use and connect to larger databases, you'll betalblave more
information at hand with the same or less effort.

Libraries and Archives: Personalized Levétgormation that

might be useful lives at many levels. You couldoatay find out

pretty muchanythingif you were willing to dig deep enough. The

question of how much to keep, how close, and intidren, will

be a changing reality, given the variables of yoegds and your

particular comfort levels with data. Relative touygpersonal

organization and productivity, this is not a cossuk,

I material is purely SO long as all of your projects and actions areain
for reference, the  control system that you work with regularly. Refer-
only issue is ence material in all its forms then becomes nothing
whetheritsworth more or less than material to capture and create
the time and space 5ccess to according to your particular proclivitesd
required to keep it. requirements.

Some degree of consistency will always make
things easier. What kinds of things do you need witu all the
time? Those must go into your ubiquitous plannd?DA. What
do you need specifically for meetings or off-siteets? That
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should be put into your briefcase, pack, satchrghunse. What
might you need when you're working in your offidétat should
be put into your personal filing system or yourwawked com-
puter. What about rare situations relative to yjobf? Material
needed for those could be archived in departméigalor off-

site storage. What could you find anytime you miged it, on
the Web? You don't need to do anything with thdrmation,

unless you need it when you're away from a Web extion, in

which case you should print the data out when gaartline and
store it in a file you can take with you.

Do you see how that personal organization of refare
material is simply a logistical issue? Distinguighiactionable
things from nonactionable ones is the key sucaassrfin this
arena. Once you've done that, you have total fraddamanage
and organize as much or as little reference massigou want.
It's a highly individual decision that ought toltwesed on the ratio
of the value received to the time and effort resplibo capture and
maintain it.

Someday/Maybes
The last thing to deal with in your organizatiosteyn is how to
track things that you may want to reassess inuhed. These
could range from a special trip you might waniaketone day, to
books you might want to read, to projects you mighant to
tackle in the next fiscal year, to skills and tédeyou might want
to develop. For a full implementation of this model
you'll need some sort of "back burner" or "on h Someday/Maybe's
component. are not throwaway
There are several ways to stage things for items. They may be
review, all of which will work to get them off ygsome of the most
current radar and your mind. You can put the ieresting and
on various versions of "Someday/Maybe" listsCreive things
trigger them on your calendar or in a paper-hY°u! ever get
"tickler" system. involved with.
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"Someday/Maybe" List

It's highly likely that if you did a complete mirsiveep when you
were collecting things out of your psychic RAM, ycame up with
some things you're nstireyou want to commit to. "Learn Span-
ish," "Get Marcie a horse," "Climb Mt, Washingtoarid "Build a
guest cottage" are typical projects that fall thie category.

If you haven't already done it, | recommend that geate a
"Someday/Maybe" list in whatever organizing system've cho-
sen. Then give yourself permission to populate lieatvith all
the items of that type that have occurred to yodiasoYou'll
probably discover that simply having the list ataitgg to fill it
out will cause you to come up with all kinds ofatiee ideas.

You may also be surprised to find that some oftrgs you
write on the list will actually come to pass, altnadthout your
making any conscious effort to make them happenyolf
acknowledge the power of the imagination to fostanges in
perception and performance, it's easy to see hovindhaa
"Someday/Maybe" list out in front of your consciausd could
potentially add many wonderful adventures to ydardnd work.
We're likely to seize opportunities when they aifisee've already
identified and captured them as a possibility. Teg certainly
been my own experience: learning to play the fiug how to sail
big boats both started in this category for meadidition to
your in-basket, there are two rich sources to ¢aydur "Some-
day/Maybe" list: your creative imagination and ytistrof current
projects.

Make an Inventory of Your Creative Imaginingthat are the
things you really might want to do someday if yawéithe time,
money, and inclination? Write them on your haveri8day/
Maybe" list. Typical categories include:

* Things to get or build for your home
*Hobbies to take up
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* Skills to learn

« Creative expressions to explore
« Clothes and accessories to buy
*Toys (gear!) to acquire

* Trips to take

« Organizations to join

« Service projects to contribute to
*Things to see and do

Reassess Your Current ProjectBlow's a good time to review your
"Projects" list from a more elevated perspectikiat(is, the stand-
point of your job and goals) and consider whether

you might transfer some of your current commit What lies in our
ments to "Someday/Maybe." If on reflection yotpower to do, lies in
realize that an optional project doesn't have aaha ©Our power not

of getting your attention for the next months o d-
more, move it to this list. -
Special Categories of "Someday/Maybe"

More than likely you have some special interesasitivolve lots
of possible things to do. It can be fun to coltbeise on lists. For
instance:

* Food—recipes, menus, restaurants, wines
 Children—things to do with them
*Books to read

*CDs to buy

«Videos to buy/rent

« Cultural events to attend

« Gift ideas

*Garden ideas

*Web sites to surf

*Weekend trips to take

* Meeting ideas

« Party ideas
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* [deas—Misc. (meaning you don't know where elgaito
them!)

These kinds of lists can be a cross between referand
"Someday/Maybe"—reference because you can justataind
add to lists of good wines or restaurants or botukspnsult as
you like; "Someday/Maybe" because you might wametwew the
listed items on a regular basis to remind yourselfy one or
more of them at some point.

In any case, this is another great reason to haweeganizing
system that makes it easy to capture things thgtadd value
and variety and interest to your life—without claggyour mind
and work space with undecided, unfinished business.

The Danger of "Hold and Review" Files and Piles

Many people have created some sort of "Hold andeRé\pile or
file (or whole drawer) that vaguely fits within tlwategory of
"Someday/Maybe." They tell themselves, "When | htiwe, |
may like to get to this," and a "Hold and Revieil¢ $eems a con-
venient place to put it. | personally don't recomthéhis particu-
lar kind of subsystem, because in virtually evexyecl have come
across, the client "held" but didn't "review," ahdre was numb-
ness and resistance about the stack. The valusoofieday/
maybe" disappears if you don't put your consciouereness back
on it with some consistency.

Also, there's a big difference between somethiagstiman-
aged well, as a "Someday/Maybe" list, and sometiiats just a
catchall bucket for "stuff." Usually much of thauf§ needs to be
tossed, some of it needs to go into "Read/Revisaiie needs
to be filed as reference, some belongs on the dateor in a
tickler file (see page 173) for review in a monttperhaps at the
beginning of the next quarter, and some actuakyrext actions
on it. Many times, after appropriately processimgneone's
"Hold and Review" drawer or file, I've discoveréere was noth-
ing leftin it!
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Using the Calendar for Future Options

Your calendar can be a very handy place to parknaars of
things youmightwantto consider doing in the future. Most of the
people I've coached were not nearly as comfortalttetheir cal-
endars as they could have been; otherwise theaipisolvould
have found many more things to put in there.

One of the three uses of a calendar isléyspecific informa-
tion. This category can include a number of things, betaf the
most creative ways to utilize this function is tuer things that
you want to take off your mind and reassess at datae date.
Here are a few of the myriad things you should icemsgnserting:

* Triggers for activating projects
* Events you might want to participate in
* Decision catalysts

Triggers for Activating Project$f you have a project that you
don't really need to think about now but that dessr flag at
some point in the future, you can pick an appropdate and put
a reminder about the project in your calendar fat day. It
should go in some day-specific (versus time-s@aifilendar slot
for the things you want to be reminded of on tlat; dhen when
the day arrives, you see the reminder and inseritém as an
active project on your "Projects" list. Typical dighates for this
treatment are:

» Special events with a certain lead time for harmgd(jproduct
launches, fund-raising drives, etc.)

*Regular events that you need to prepare for, sadiudget
reviews, annual conferences, planning events, etings (e.g.,
when should you add next year's "annual sales pamge" to
your "Projects” list?)

* Key dates for significant people that you might ttardo some-
thing about (birthdays, anniversaries, holiday-gjiing, etc.)
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Events You Might Want to Participate Yiou probably get notices
constantly about seminars, conferences, speechessaecial and
cultural events that you may want to decide abdtgnaing as the
time gets closer. So figure out when that "clogéarie is and put a
trigger in your calendar on the appropriate daterefcample:

"Chamber of Commerce breakfast tomorrow?"
"Tigers season tickets go on sale today"

"PBS special on Australia tonight 8:60m."
"Church BBQ next Saturday"

If you can think of any jogs like these that yolike to put
into your system, do it right now.

Decision Catalysts Once in a while there may be a significant
decision that you need to make but can't (or de@a'nt to) make
right away. That's fine, as long as you've conctutteat the addi-
tional information you need has to come fromiaternal rather
than anexternalsource (e.g., you need to sleep on it).

Its OK to decide ndtObviously, external data you need in order to make
to decide—as longlecision should go on your "Next Actions" or "Wait-
asyouhavea ing For" lists.) But in order to move to a level OK-
decide-notto-  ness abounot deciding, you'd better put out a safety
decide system.  net that you can trust to get you to focus on gsie
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appropriately in the future. A calendar remindenca
serve that purpose.*
Some typical decision areas in this category inelud

* Hire/fire
» Merge/acquire/sell/divest
» Change job/career

*|f you're using a group-accessible calendar, yoistrmaintain discretion about
these kinds of triggers. Digital calendars usubliye "private" categorization
functions you can use for entries you don't necidssant everyone to see.
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This is a big topic to devote so little space tknow, but go
ahead and ask yourself, "Is there any major detio which |
should create a future trigger, so | can feel cotalite just 'hang-
ing out' with it for now?" If there is, put somenrander in your
calendar to revisit the issue.

The "Tickler" File

One elegant way to manage nonactionable itemsntlagt need
an action in the future is the "tickler" file.* Atee-dimensional
version of a calendar, it allows you to hgldysicalreminders of
things that you want to see or remember—not now,ifuhe

future. It can be an extremely functional toolpaling you to in

effect set up your own post office and "mail" thsrtg yourself for
receipt on a designated future date. | myself hesesl a tickler file
for years and can't imagine being without it.

Essentially the tickler is a simple file-folder ssi that
allows you to distribute paper and other physieshinders in
such a way that whatever you want to see on acpéati date in
the future "automatically” shows up that day in ymibasket.

If you have a secretary or assistant, you can sinatuleast a
part of this task to him or her, assuming that lie/Bas some
working version of this or a similar system. Typiexamples
would be:

«"Hand me this agenda the morning of the day | lhge
meeting."

«"Give this back to me on Monday to rethink, sincagplies to
a meeting on Wednesday."

«"Remind me about the Hong Kong trip two weeks ahaad
we'll plan the logistics."

Then every day of the week, that day's folder ibepluand
reviewed.

*Also referred to as a "suspense,” "bring forwand,follow-up" file.
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While you can (and probably should) utilize staffhandle
as much of this as is appropriate, | recommend thgobu can
integrate it into your life-style, you maintain yawwn tickler file.
There are many useful functions it can perfornieast some of
which you may want to avail yourself of outside gade of your
assistant's responsibilities. | use my tickler fdlemanage my
travel tickets and confirmations; paper-based trarections,
agendas, and maps; reminders of event notificatfatscome in
the mail; information about "might-want-to-buy" K of things
| want to reconsider in the future; and so forth.

Bottom line: the tickler file demands only a oneesel-per-
day new behavior to make it work, and it has a fiayalue
logarithmically greater than the personal investmen

Setting Up a Tickler Filerou need forty-three folders—thirty-
one daily files labeled "1" through "31," and twesinore labeled
with the names of the months of the year. The didly are kept
in front, beginning with the file for tomorrow's tea(if today is
October 5, then the first file would be "6"). Theeseeding daily
files represent the days of the rest of the motah through
"31"). Behind the "31" file is the monthly file féhe next month
("November"), and behind that are the daily fil&s though "5."
Following that are the rest of the monthly fileP¢tember"
through "October"). The next daily file is emptiedo your in-
basket every day, and then the folder is refiletthatoack of the
dailies (at which point, instead of October 6gjpresentdovem-
ber 6). In the same way, when the next monthly fileches the
front (on October 31 after you empty the daily, filee "Novem-
ber" file will be the next one, with the daily lé1" through "31"
behind it), it's emptied into the in-basket andledfat the back
of the monthlies to represent November a year fiom. This is a
"perpetual” file, meaning that at any given timedntains files for
the next thirty-one days and the next twelve months

The big advantage of using file folders for yodklér system is
that they allow you to store actual documentsf(iha that needs
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FILE-FOLDER-STYLE SAMPLE SETUP (OCTOBER 5)

to be filled out on a certain day, the memo thatla¢o be reviewed
then, the telephone note that needs action orciispiate, etc.).
In order for the system to work, you must updateviry

day. If you forget to empty the dalily file, you wotnust the sys-
tem to handle important data, and you'll have tmaga those
things some other way. If you leave town (or daottess the filg
on the weekend), you must be sure to check ther®ltbr the
days you'll be awayeforeyou go.

175



176

PRACTICING STRESS-FREE PRODUCTIVITY | PART TWO

Checklists: Creative Reminders

The last topic in personal system organizationdkaerves some
attention is the care and feeding of checklistsséhecipes of
potential ingredientor projects, events, and areas of value, inter-
est, and responsibility.

The most creative checklists are often generatétkaback
end of a good consulting process with a team ompeoy Good
ones also show up as areas of focus for trainaffya@t hiring into
job slots.

When I'm clearing in-baskets with clients and reing
other things they're concerned about, we oftenaaross little
"Memos to Self" like:

« Exercise more regularly.

» Make sure we have evaluation forms for each trginin
» Spend more quality time with my kids.

* Do more proactive planning for the division.

« Maintain good morale with my team.

« Ensure we are in alignment with corporate strategy.
» Keep the client billing process up to date.

What should you do with these "fuzzier" kinds aeimal
commitments and areas of attention?

First, Clarify Inherent Projects and Actions
For much of this kind of "stuff,” there is stillpmoject and/or an
action that needs to be defined. "Exercise morelady" really
translates for many people into "Set up regularcise program”
(project) and "Call Sally for suggestions aboutspeal trainers”
(real action step). In such caseberentprojects and actions still
need to be clarified and organized into a perseysiem.

But thereare some things that don't quite fit into that
category.
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Blueprinting Key Areas of Work and Responsibility
Objectives like "Maintain good physical conditiogiror "Physi-
cal health and vitality" may still need to be buitio some sort of
overview checklist that will be reviewed regulaifou have multi-
ple layers of outcomes and standards playing on gsgche and
your choices at any point in time, and knowing whase are, at
all the different levels, is always a good idea.

| suggested earlier that there are at least seldenf your
"work" that could be defined, and that each leesetves its own
acknowledgment and evaluation. A complete inventbrgvery-
thing you hold important and are committed to ocheaf those
levels would represent an awesome checklist. Ihtiiglude:

« Career goals

* Service

* Family

* Relationships

« Community
*Health and energy
* Financial resources
« Creative expression

And then moving down a level, within your job, you
might want some reminders of your key areas ofamsipility,
your staff, your values, and so on. A list of thesght contain
points like:

* Team morale

¢ Processes

* Timelines

» Staff issues

* Workload

*« Communication
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All of these items could in turn be included on lisés in
your personal system, as reminders to you, as detlkeep the
ship on course, on an even keel.

The More Novel the Situation, the More Control &jRired

The degree to which any of us needs to maintaioktises and
external controls is directly related to our unfiemity with the

area of responsibility. If you've been doing whati'se doing for a
long time, and there's no pressure on you to chantigt area,
you probably need minimal external personal orgsitia to stay
on cruise control. You know when things must happed how
to make them happen, and your system is fine,sstata. Often,
though, that's not the case.

Many times you'll want some sort of checklist tdphgou
maintain a focus until you're more familiar with athyou're
doing. If your CEO suddenly disappeared, for examahd you
had instantly to fill his shoes, you'd need somergews and
outlines in front of you for a while to ensure tgati had all the
mission-critical aspects of the job handled. Angoifi've just been
hired into a new position, with new responsibititihat are rela-
tively unfamiliar to you, you'll want a framework control and
, structure, if only for the first few months.

There have been times when | needed to makedd istas
that | had to handle, temporarily, until things &ander control.
For instance, when my wife and | decided to craate

Checklistscanbe  prand-new structure for a business we&kn
highly useful to let jnvolved with for many years, | took on areas of
you know whatyou responsibility 1'd never had to deal with before—

don't need to be
concerned about.
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namely, accounting, computers, marketing, legal, an
administration. For several months | needed to keep
a checklist of those responsibilities in front of to

ensure that | filled in the blanks everywhere arahaged the
transition as well as | could. After the businessanto "cruise
control" to some degree, | no longer needed thiat li
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Checklists at All Levels
Be open to creating any kind of checklist as tlye wtrikes you.
The possibilities are endless—from "Core Life Valu® "Things
to Take Camping." Making lists, ad hoc, as theyuoto you, is
one of the most powerful yet subtlest and simpbestedures
that you can install in your life.

To spark your creative thinking, here's a listarhe of the
topics of checklists I've seen and used over thesye

*Personal Affirmations (i.e., personal value stateis)e

»Job Areas of Responsibility (key responsibilitysae

*Travel Checklist (everything to take on or do befattrip)

*Weekly Review (everything to review and/or updateaveekly
basis)

*Training Program Components (all the things to feamdhen
putting on an event, front to back)

*Clients

*Conference Checklist (everything to handle whetimybn a
conference)

*Focus Areas (key life roles and responsibilities)

*Key People in My Life/Work (relationships to assesgularly
for completion and opportunity development)

*Organization Chart (key people and areas of odtpotanage
and maintain)

*Personal Development (things to evaluate regutarnsure
personal balance and progress)

Get comfortable with checklists, both ad hoc andenper-
manent. Be ready to create and eliminate them @uiregl.
Appropriately used, they can be a tremendous asgetrsonal
productivity.

If in fact you have nowollectedeverything that represents an open
loop in your life andvork, processedach one of those items in
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terms of what it means to you and what actiongexjeired, and
organizedthe results into a complete system that holds iecur
and complete overview—large and small—of all youespnt

and

"someday" projects, then you're ready for the pbase of imple-
mentation in the art of stress-free productivitye-theview

process.



o.
Reviewing: Keeping Your
System Functional

THE PURPOSE OF this whole method of workflow manaeye isnot
to let your brain become lax, but rather to enable move
toward more elegant and productive activity. Ineori earn that
freedom, however, your brain must engage on somsistent
basis with all your commitments and activities. Yioust be
assured that you're doing what you need to be damgjthat it's
OK to benotdoing what you're not doing. Reviewing your system
on a regular basis and keeping it current and imal are pre-
requisites for that kind of control.

If you have a list of calls you must make, for epdnthe
minute that list is not totally current wiill the calls you need to
make, your brain will not trust the system, andain't get relief
from its lower-level mental tasks. It will havetiike back the job
of remembering, processing, and reminding, whishyau should
know by now, it doesn't do very effectively.

All of this means your system cannot be staticoraher to
support appropriate action choices, it must be kgpto date.
And it should trigger consistent and appropriatal@ation of
your life and work at several horizons.

There are two major issues that need to be haatlled point:

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

*What do you need to do, and how often, to ensateathof it
works as a consistent system, freeing you to thintkmanage at
a higher level?
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A real review process will lead to enhanced andgtroe
new thinking in key areas of your life and work.c8uhink-
ing emerges from both focused concentration andnskyi-
tous brainstorming, which will be triggered and\galized
by a consistent personal review of your inventdraations and
projects.

What to Look At, When

Your personal system and behaviors need to bdislstabin such

a way that you can see all the action options waa o seayhen

you need to see them. This is really just commasesebut few

people actually have their processes and thein@at#on honed

to the point where they are as functional as tloeydche.

When you have access to a phone and any discrationa

time, you ought to at least glance at the listlioh@ phone calls

you need to make, and then either direct youreetlig best one

to handle or give yourself permission to feel Okattnot both-

ering with any of them. When you're about to gfoina discus-

sion with your boss or your partner, take a monemneview the

outstanding agendas you have with him or her, sl \now that

you're using your time most effectively. When yaed to pick up

something at the dry cleaner's, first quickly rewigl the other

errands that you might be able to do en route.
Afew seconds a People often ask me, "How much time do you
dayisusualyall  spend looking at your system?" My answer is simply,
youneedforreview, "Ag much time as | need to to feel comfortable &bou
aslongasyou™e \what |'m doing.” In actuality it's an accumulatiof
looking atthe fight 5,5 seconds here, three seconds there. What most
g:;r;gs athe it Heople don't realize is that my lists are in omesee
' my office. Just as you might have Post-its andkstac

of phone slips at your workstation, so do | on my

"Next Actions" lists. Assuming that you've complgtenllected,

processed, and organized your stuff, you'll m&styitake only a
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few brief moments here and there to access yoterayor day-
to-day reminders.

Looking at Your Calendar First
Your most frequent review will probably be of yalaily calendar,

and your daily tickler folder if you're maintainirgpe, to see the

"hard landscape" and assess what has to get donenééd to
know the time-and-space parameters first. Knowhag tyou
have wall-to-wall meetings from 8:00M. through 6:00.M., for

example, with barely a half-hour break for lunchi] telp you

make necessary decisions about any other activities

... Then Your Action Lists

After you review all your day- and time-specificnemitments
and handle whatever you need to about them, yotmnest fre-
quent area for review will be the lists of all thetions you could
possibly do in your current context. If you're iouy office, for
instance, you'll look at your lists of calls, cortgnactions, and in;
office things to do. This doesn't necessarily meganwill actually
be doinganything on those lists; you'll just evaluate tragainst
the flow of other work coming at you to ensure §@i make the
best choices about what to deal with. You nee@abdonfident
that you're not missing anything critical.

Frankly, if your calendar is trustworthy and youati@n lists
are current, they may be the only things in théesys/ou'll need
to refer to more than every couple of days. ThekeHteen many
days when | didn't need to lookaaty of my lists, in fact, becaus
it was clear from the front end—my calendar—whatouldn't
be
able to do.

The Right Review in the Right Context

You may need to access any one of your lists atiarey When
you and your spouse are decompressing at the et afay,
and you want to be sure you'll take care of thesitimss" the two
of you manage together about home and family, ywaiht to

11%
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look at your accumulated agendas for him or herti@nother
hand, if your boss pops in for a face-to-face cosatéon about
current realities and priorities, it will be higHiynctional for you
to have your "Projects” list up to date and yougéAda" list for
him or her right at hand.

Updating Your System

The real trick to ensuring the trustworthiness @f wWhole organiza-
tion system lies in regularly refreshing your psyemnd your system
from a more elevated perspective. That's impossilbte
do, however, if your lists fall too far behind youweality.
You won't be able to fool yourself about this: duy sys-
tem is out of date, your brain will be forced tdlju
productive, we  €NJage again at the lower level of remembering.
will have to learn This is perhaps the biggest challenge of all.
to see both forest  ONCce you've tasted what it's like to have a cleaddh
and tree. We will and feel in control of everything that's going can
have to leam to  you do what you need to to maintain that as an
connect. operational standard? The many years I've spent
—Peter F. researching and implementing this methodology
with countless people have proved to me that thgahay to the
sustainability of the process is the Weekly Review.

To make
knowledge

The Power of the Weekly Review

If you're like me and most other people, no méatter good your
intentions may be, you're going to have the wodthe at you
faster than you can keep up. Many of us seem te tiam our
natures consistently to entangle ourselves in rii@e we have
the ability to handle. We book ourselves back tklia meetings
all day, go to after-hours events that generatasiéad commit-
ments we need to deal with, and get embroiled gagements
and projects that have the potential to spin oeatore intelli-
gence into cosmic orbits.
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That whirlwind of activity is precisely what makédse
Weekly Review so valuable. It builds in some captyrreeval-
uation, and reprocessing time to keep you in bal-
ance. There is simply no way to do this nece:You wil invariably
regrouping while you're trying to get everyday wtakeinmore
done. opportunities than

The Weekly Review will also sharpen your intu-YU" $ystem can
itive focus on your important projects as you deegz);:ss ona daly
with the flood of new input and potential distrac-
tions coming at you the rest of the week. You'iago
to have to learn to say no—faster, and to morg#ian order to
stay afloat and comfortable. Having some dedicétad in
which to at least get up to the project level afkimg goes a long
way toward making that easier.

What Is the Weekly Review?
Very simply, the Weekly Review is whatever you needo to get
your head empty again. It's going through the filmses of
workflow management—collecting, processing, orgagizand
reviewing all your outstanding involvements—untiuycan hon-
estly say, "l absolutely know right now everythifrg not doing
but could be doing if | decided to."

From a nitty-gritty, practical standpoint, her¢hie drill that
can get you there:

Loose Paper®ull out all miscellaneous scraps of paper, busines
cards, receipts, and so on that have crept intoréhéces of your
desk, clothing, and accessories. Put it all intoryin-basket for
processing.

Process Your Notd2eview any journal entries, meeting notes, or
miscellaneous notes scribbled on notebook papet. ddtion
items, projects, waiting-fors, calendar events, antheday/
maybes, as appropriate. File any reference nosreterials.
Stage your "Read/Renew" material. Be ruthless watlrself,
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processing all notes and thoughts relative toaotems, projects,
new initiatives, and input that have come your siage your last
download, and purging those not needed.

Previous Calendar Dat&eview past calendar dates in detail for
remaining action items, reference information, aodon, and
transfer that data into the active system. Be &bbechive your
last week's calendar with nothing left uncaptured.

Upcoming Calendatook at future calendar events (long- and
short-term). Capture actions about arrangementspagphra-
tions for any upcoming events.

Empty Your HeadPut in writing (in appropriate categories) any
new projects, action items, waiting-fors, somedayimes, and so
forth that you haven't yet captured.

Review "Projects" (and Larger Outcome) Ligisaluate the status
of projects, goals, and outcomes one by one, ewstivat at least
one current kick-start action for each is in yorstem.

Review "Next Actions"Listélark off completed actions. Review
for reminders of further action steps to capture.

Review "Waiting For" LisRecord appropriate actions for any
needed follow-up. Check off received items.

Review Any Relevant Checklis¢sthere anything you haven't
done that you need to do?

Review "Someday/Maybe" Lisheck for any projects that may
have become active and transfer them to "ProjeDedéte items
no longer of interest.



CHAPTER 8 | REVIEWING: KEEPING YOUR SYSTEM FUNCTIONAL

Review "Pending” and Support Fil8sowse through all work-
in-progress support material to trigger new acticospletions,
and waiting-fors.

Be Creative and Courageoése there any new, wonderful, hare-
brained, creative, thought-provoking, risk-takinigas you can
add to your system?
"Point of view"
This review process is common sense, butis that quint-
of us do it as well as we could, and that meay®ssentially human
regularly as we should to keep a clear mind aSotont

informati
sense of relaxed control. information
overload, an

. . . intuitive process of
The Right Time and Place for the Review o
reducing things to

The Weekly Review is so critical that it behooves! | .ccenial
to establish good habits, environments, and t0U,¢icyant and
support it. Once your comfort zone has been €mnanageavle
lished for the kind of relaxed control th&ettingminimum. ... In
Things Doneis all about, you won't have to worry a world of
much about making yourself do your review—ychyperabundant
haveto to get back to your personal standards agair content, point of
Until then, do whatever you need to, oncview will become
week, to trick yourself into backing away from the scarcest of
daily grind for a couple of hours—not to zone resources.
but to rise up at least to "10,000 feet" and cafzh —Paul
If you have the luxury of an office or work space
that can be somewhat isolated from the peoplerdachctions of
the day, and if you have anything resembling actipiionday-
to-Friday workweek, | recommend that you block o hours
early every Friday afternoon for the review. Thiagtors make
this an ideal time:

* The events of the week are likely to be stilkfrenough for you

to be able to do a complete postmortem ("Oh, yeabed to
make sure | get back to her about...").
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*When you (invariably) uncover actions that requéaching
people at work, you'll still have time to do thafdre they leave
for the weekend.

* It's great to clear your psychic decks so yougainto the
weekend ready for refreshment and recreation, wathing on
your mind.

You may be the kind of person, however, who doésve
normal weekends. I, for example, often have as noato on
Saturday and Sunday as on Wednesday. But | do theve
luxury(?) of frequent long plane trips, which pr&ian ideal
opportunity for me to catch up. A good friend atidnt of mine,
an executive in the world's largest aerospace aaynpas his own
Sunday-night ritual of relaxing in his home offied processing
the hundreds of notes he's generated during hik efdsack-to-
back meetings.

Whatever your life-style, you need a weekly regingp
ritual. You likely have something like this (or sioto it) already. If
S0, leverage the habit by adding into it a highttude review
process.

The people who find it hardest to make time fos tleview
are those who have constantly on-demand work anek hemvi-
ronments, with zero built-in time or space for mgying. The
most stressed professionals | have met are themmebkave to be
mission-critically reactive at work (e.g., high<d\equities traders
and chiefs of staff) and then go home to a couplender-ten-
year-old children and a spouse who also works.nitre fortunate
of them have a one-hour train commute.

If you recognize yourself in that picture, your ajest chal-
lenge will be to build in a consistent processegfrouping, when
your world is not directly in your face. You'll rebéo either accept
the requirement of an after-hours time at your desla Friday
night or establish a relaxed but at-work kind a@faliion and time
at home.
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Executive Operational Review Tirtlee coached many execu-

tives to block out two hours on their calendars-oidays. For

them the biggest problem is how to balance qutdityking and

catch-up time with the urgent demands of missidtizat inter-

actions. This is a tough call. The most senior sy of them,

however, know the value of sacrificing the seenyingl

urgent for the truly important, and they createir Your best thoughts

islands of time for some version of this process. about work won't
Even the executives who have integrated a colhappen whie youre

sistent reflective time for their work, though,eft ~ atwork.

seem to give short shrift to the more mundane wnevie

and catch-up process at the "10,000-foot" levelvBen wall-to-

wall meetings and ambling around your koi pond &itthardon-

nay at sunset, there's got to be a slightly eldvate! of reflection

and regrouping required for operational control and

focus. If you think you have all your open loopkyfu Thinking is the

identified, clarified, assessed, and actionaliged;re  very essence of and

probably kidding yourself. the most difficult
thing to do in,
business and in

The "Bigger Picture" Reviews life. Empire

builders spend
hour-after-hour on

Yes, at some point you must clarify the larger mental work. .

comes, the_ Iong-term goals, the visiong _and Pl\whie others party.
ples that ultimately drive and test your d_eCI_SIOI’lS.. If you're not con-
What are your key goals and objectives in ‘sciously aware of
work? What should you have in place a year or ping forth the
years from now? How is your career going? IS #écfiort to exert self-
life-style that is most fulfilling to you? Are yodoing guided integrated
what you really want or need to do, from a dethinking .. .then
and longer-term perspective? you're giving in to
The explicit focus of this book is not at thlaziness and no
"30,000-" to "50,000+-foot" levels. Urging you longer control your
operate from a higher perspective is, howevellfe.
implicit purpose—to assist you in making your tote—David Kekich
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life expression more fulfilling and better alignetth the bigger
game we're all about. As you increase the speeagitity with
which you clear the "runway" and "10,000-foot" lisvef your life
and work, be sure to revisit the other levels yoefrgaged in, now
and then, to maintain a truly clear head.

How often you ought to challenge yourself with ttygite of
wide-ranging review is something only you can kndte princi-
ple I must affirm at this juncture is this:

You need to assess your life and work at the appteghori-
zons, making the appropriate decisions, at theopggte intervals,
in order to really come clean.

Which brings us to the ultimate point and challeofall this
personal collecting, processing, organizing, amikweng method-
ology: It's 9:22a.M. Wednesday morning—what do you do?



O
Doing: Making the
Best Action Choices

WHEN IT COMES to your real-time, plow-through, getone work-
day, how do you decide what to do at any giventpoin

As I've said, my simple answer is, trust your
heart. Or your spirit. Or, if you're allergic tootUltimately and
kinds of words, try these: your gut, the seat afiraways youmust
pants, your intuition. trust your intuition.

That doesn't mean you throw your life to Therearemany
winds—unless, of course, it does. | actually v"ngsyoucando,
down that route myself with some vengeance aj""e'e" atcan
point in my life, and | can attest that the lessagse"Cease hat st
valuable, if not necessarily necessary.*

As outlined in chapter 2 (pages 48-53), | have
found three priority frameworks to be enormousliphe in the
context of deciding actions:

* The four-criteria model for choosing actions in thement
* The threefold model for evaluating daily work
* The six-level model for reviewing your own work

*There are various ways to give it all up. You ggmore the physical world and
its realities and trust in the universe. | did ttaatd it was a powerful experi-
ence. And one | wouldn't wish on anyone. Surremdet® your inner aware-
ness, however, and its intelligence and practcalithe worlds you live in, is
the higher ground. Trusting yourself and the sowafcgour intelligence is a
more elegant version of freedom and personal ptivityic
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These happen to be shown in reverse hierarchidalr-er
that is, the reverse of the typical strategic topxa perspective.
In keeping with the nature of thgetting Things Donenethod-
ology, | have found it useful to once again wodkirthe bottom,
up, meaning I'll start with the most mundane levels

The Four-Criteria Model for
Choosing Actions in the Moment

Remember that you make your action choices basehleofol-
lowing four criteria, in order:

1 | Context

2 | Time available

3 | Energy available

4 | Priority

Let's examine each of these in the light of how gaml best
structure your systems and behaviors to take adgantf its
dynamics.

Context

At any point in time, the first thing to considsr what could you
possibly do, where you are, with the tools you Adve you have a
phone? Do you have access to the person you neatk twith
face-to-face about three agenda items? Are ycweattore where
you need to buy something? If you can't do theoadtiecause
you're not in the appropriate location or don'téhthe appropri-
ate tool, don't worry about it.

As l've said, you should always organize your actio
reminders by context—"Calls," "At Home," "At Comeut’
"Errands,” "Agenda for Joe," "Agenda for Staff Megt" and
S0 on. Since context is the first criterion thaies into play in
your choice of actions, context-sorted lists préwgmecessary
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reassessments about what to do. If you have a mirtbings to
do on one to-do list, but you actually can't do ynaithem in the
same context, you force yourself to continuallypkeszonsidering
all of them.

If you're stuck in traffic, and the only actionauycan take are
calls on your cell phone, you want to be able tbqut just your
"Calls" list. Your action lists should fold in out based on what
you could possibly do at any time.

A second real benefit accrues from organizing alliry
actions by thehysicalcontext needed: that in itself forces you to
make the all-important determination about the naxgsical
action on your stuff. All of my action lists are s this way, so |
have to decide on the very next physical actionreefcan know
which list to put an item on (is this somethingttreqjuires the
computer? a phone? being in a store?). People whotliem-
selves a "Misc." action list (i.e., one not spedifi a context) often
let themselves slide in the next-action decision, t

| frequently encourage clients to structure thisir datego-
ries early on as they're processing their in-bashetcause that
automatically grounds their projects in the reagh that need to
get done to get them moving.

Time Available

The second factor in choosing an action is how ntinsh you
have before you have to do something else. If yoeeting is
starting in ten minutes, you'll most likely seladtifferent action
to do right now than you would if the next coupféhours were
Clear.

Obviously, it's good to know how much time you hae
hand (hence the emphasis on calendar and watctotallife
action-reminder inventory will give you maximum dnfnation
about what you need to do, and make it much essipratch
your actions to the windows you have. In other \wpifdyou have
ten minutes before that next meeting, find a temutei thing to
do. If your lists have only the "big" or "importathings on them,
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no item listed may be possible to handle in a tenuta period. If
you're going to have to do those shorter actiomgganyway, the
most productive way to get them done is to utiielittle "weird
time" windows that occur throughout the day.

Energy Available

Although you can increase your energy level at gime
We all have imeshy changing your context and redirecting your focus
whenwethink  yoy can do only so much. The tail end of a dayrtake
more effectively, yn mostly by a marathon budget-planning session is
and imeswhen  rhaply not the best time to call a prospectiventl
we shouldnotbe o giart drafting a performance-review policy. It
th'nk'ng atall. might be better to call the airline to change @mes
—Daniel Cohen . . .

tion, process some expense receipts, or skim & trad

journal.

Just as having all your next-action options avélaiows
you to take advantage of various time slots, kngwainout every-
thing you're going to need to process and do atespaint
will allow you to match productive activity with yo vitality
level.

| recommend that you always keep an inventory migth
that need to be done that require very little nlentacreative
horsepower. When you're in one of those low-enetgyes,
do them. Casual reading (magazines, articles, atalogs),
telephone/address data that need to be inputtedyontr com-
puter, file purging, backing up your laptop, evestjwatering
your plants and filling your stapler—these are saoifrthe myriad
things that you've got to deal with sometime anyway

This is one of the best reasons for having very
clean edges to your personal management system: it
makes it easy to continue doing productive activity
when you're not in top form. If you're in a low-eme
mode and your reading material is disorganized you
receipts are all over the place, your filing system
chaotic, and your in-basket is dysfunctional, dtju

There is no reason
not to be highly
productive, even
when you're not in
top form.

194



CHAPTER 9 | DOING: MAKING THE BEST ACTION CHOICES

seems like too much work to do to find and orgatiieetasks at
hand; so you simply avoid doing anything at all tveh you feel
evenworse.One of the best ways to increase your energy is to
close some of your loops. So always be sure to hane easy
loops to close, right at hand.

These first three criteria for choosing action teat time, and
energy) bespeak the need for a complete next-actiorinder
system. Sometimes you won't be in a mode to dokimat of
m thinking; it needs to have already been doneidf iou can oper-
ate much more "in your zone" and choose from daf@tkactions
that fit the situation.

Priority

Given the context you're in and the time and engogyhave, the
obvious next criterion for action choice is relatpriority: "Out of

all my remaining options, what is the most impottdaing for

me to do?"

"How do | decide my priorities?" is a questic!tisimpossible to
frequently hear from people I'm working with. feelgood about
springs from their experience of having more orir your choices unless
plate to do than they can comfortably handle. -You are clearabout
know that some hard choices have to be made"hatyour work
that some things may not get done at all. really is.

At the end of the day, in order to feel good about
what you didn't get done, you must have made s@nscous
decisions about your responsibilities, goals, aatlies. That
process invariably includes an often complex irégrpvith the
goals, values, and directions of your organizagiod of the other
significant people in your life, and with the imfaoice of those
relationships to you.
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The Threefold Model for
Evaluating Daily Work

Setting priorities assumes that some things wilinoee important
than others, but important relative to what? Irs ttontext, the
answer is, to your work—that is, the job you haweepted from
yourself and/or from others. This is where the hsrtframeworks
need to be brought to bear in your thinking. Tleegtvout defining
your work. Keep in mind that though much of thistmoelology
will be within the arena of your professional fadim using "work"
in the universal sense, to mean anything you haeerenitment to
making happen, personally as well as professionally

These days, daily work activity itself presentglatively new
type of challenge to most professionals, somettiiagit's help-
ful to understand as we endeavor to build the mostuctive
systems. As | explained earlier, during the coofdbe workday,
at any point in time, you'll be engaged in oneloéé¢ types of
activities:

* Doing predefined work
* Doing work as it shows up
« Defining your work

You may be doing things on your action lists, ddimiggs as
they come up, or processing incoming inputs tordatee what
work that needs to be done, either then or latem f/our lists.

This is common sense. But many people let themsgee
wrapped around the second activity—dealing witimdki that
show up ad hoc—much too easily, and let the otherstide, to
their detriment.

Let's say it's 10:28.M. Monday, and you're in your office.
You've just ended a half-hour unexpected phone witl a
prospective client. You have three pages of sa@ibhbltes from
the conversation. There's a meeting scheduledywith staff at



CHAPTER 9 | DOING: MAKING THE BEST ACTION CHOICES

eleven, about half an hour from now. You were atg last night
with your spouse's parents and are still a litthyyéd around the
edges (you told your father-in-law you'd get bazkim about. . .
what?). Your assistant just laid six telephone eugss in front of
you. You have a major strategic-planning sessianiieg up in
two days, for which you have yet to formulate ya@as. The oil
light in your car came on as you drove to work tharning. And
your boss hinted as you passed her earlier inatéhat she'd like
your thoughts on the memo she e-mailed you yestetukfore
this afternoon's three o'clock meeting.

Are your systems set up to maximally support
dealing with this reality, at 10:26 on Monday mcltis often easier to
ing? If you're still keeping things in your heaahdaif 9€t Wrapped up in
you're still trying to capture only the “criticatituff or fhe urgent demands
your lists, | suggest that the answer is no. of the moment than

I've noticed that people are actually more cory © déa with yourin-
fortable dealing with surprises and crises thay the ¢t emal. and
are taking control of processing, organizing, ravie the rest of your
ing, and assessing that part of their work thabtas open loops.
self-evident. It's easy to get sucked into "busyd a
"urgent" mode, especially when you have a lot girocessed and
relatively out-of-control work on your desk, in yaetmail, and
on your mind.

In fact, much of our life and work just shows uptire
moment, and it usually becomes the priority whedois. It's
indeed true for most professionals that the natdirtheir job
requires them to be instantly available to handie mork as
it appears in many forms. For instance, you neguhatoatten-
tion to your boss when he shows up and wants anfewtes
of your time. You get a request from a senior etteeudhat sud-
denly takes precedence over anything else you titoygu
needed to do today. You find out about a serioolslgm with ful-
filling a major customer's order, and you havealetcare of it
right away.

These are all understandable judgment calls. Buatiyst
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begins to mount when the other actions on yous kst not
reviewed and renegotiated by you or between youeardyone
else. The constant sacrifices of not doing the waiu have
defined on your lists can be tolerated only if koowwhat you're
not doing. That requires regular processing of yiodbasket
(defining your work) and consistent review of coatellists of all
your predetermined work.

If choosing to do work that just showed up instedoing
work you predefined is a conscious choice, baseggbanbest call,
that's playing the game the best way you can. ldesple, how-
ever, have major improvements to make in how tieyfyg man-
age, and renegotiate their total inventory of mtsj@and actions. If
you let yourself get caught up in the urgencieshef moment,
without feeling comfortable about what youret dealing with,
the result is frustration and anxiety. Too oftee gtress and
lowered effectiveness are blamed on the "surptiffegou know
what you're doing, and what youlmet doing, surprises are just
another opportunity to be creative and excel.

In addition, when the in-basket and the actiorsligét
ignored for too long, random things lying in theend to surface
as emergencies later on, adding more ad hoc wetlkshews-up
to fuel the fire.

Many people use the inevitablity of an almost itdirstream
of immediately evident things to do as a way toictioe respon-
sibilities of defining their work and managing theital inven-
tory. It's easy to get seduced into not-quite-dzal stuff that is
right at hand, especially if your in-basket andrypersonal orga-
nization are out of control. Too often "managingvigndering
around" is an excuse for getting away from amorphailes of
stuff.

This is where the need for knowledge-work athletezgly
shows up. Most people did not grow up in a worlerehdefining
the edges of work and managing huge numbers ofloppa were
required. But when you've developed the skill doathits of pro-
cessing input rapidly into a rigorously definedteys it becomes
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much easier to trust your judgment calls aboutitrece of what
to do, what to stop doing, and what to do instead.

The Moment-to-Moment Balancing Act
At the black-belt level, you can shift like lightigi from one foot
to the other and back again. While you're procgsgour in-
basket, for example, your assistant comes in fo tel
you about a situation that needs immediate &To ignore the
tion. No sweat—your tray is still there, with eveunexpected (even if
thing still to be processed in one stack, readyoditwere possible)
picked up again when you can get back to it. \WWwould be to live
you're on hold on the phone, you can be revie"'thout
your action lists and getting a sense of what ¢
going to do when the call is done. While you wait
a meeting to start, you can work down the "R R

. . of which "life" is
Review" stack you've brought with you. And Wooe
the conv_ersatlon you weren't expecting with !__Stephen Covey
boss shrinks the time you have before your next
meeting to twelve minutes, you can easily find aywa
to use that window to good advantage.

You can do only one of these work activities atrt If you
stop to talk to someone in his or her office, y@a'ot working off
your lists or processing incoming stuff. The chajle is to feel
confident about what you have decided to do.

So how do you decide? This again will involve ymiwitive
judgments—how important is the unexpected workjregaall
the rest? How long can you let your in-basket goraressed and
all your stuff unreviewed and trust that you're mglgood deci-
sions about what to do?

People often complain about the interruptions gravent
them from doing their work. But interruptions areuoidable in
life. When you become elegant at dispatching witatsing in
and are organized enough to take advantage ofitbied'time"
windows that show up, you can switch between osiedad the
other rapidly. You can be processing e-mails wjolgre on hold

opportunity,
spontaneity, and
the rich moments
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on a conference call. But you must learn to dance

because tisthe v orkflow. Your choices will still have to be caldted

path of least resis-
tance, but because
it is the thing you
need to do, vis-a-vis
all the rest.
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against your own clarity about the nature and goals
of your work.

Your ability to deal with surprise is your com-
petitive edge. But at a certain point, if you'ret no
catching up and getting things under control, sgyi
busy with only the work at hand will undermine your
effectiveness. And ultimately, in order to know wier you
should stop what you're doing and do something gtell need
to have to have a good sense of what your job mesjaind how
that fits into the other contexts of your life. Tévely way you can
have that is to evaluate your life and work appedely at multi-
ple horizons.

The Six-Level Model for
Reviewing Your Own Work

The six levels of work as we saw in chapter 2 (pd&ge53) may
be thought of in terms of altitude:

* 50,000+feet: Life

* 40,000 feet: Three- to five-year visions
« 30,000 feet: One- to two-year goals

* 20,000 feet: Areas of responsibility
10,000 feet: Current projects

* Runway: Current actions

It makes sense that each of these levels shoultheatand
align with the ones above it. In other words, yorimrities will sit
in a hierarchy from the top down. Ultimately, ietiphone call
you're supposed to make clashes with your life gaeor values,
to be in sync with yourself you won't make it. &y job structure

among many tasks to keep a healthy balance of your



CHAPTER 9 | DOING: MAKING THE BEST ACTION CHOICES

doesn't match up with where you need to be a year how,
you should rethink how you've framed your areafoofis and
responsibilities, if you want to get where you'oéng most effi-
ciently.

Let's look at that first example from the bottom dje
phone call you need to make (action) is about e glou're
working on (project), which would increase salesgonsibility).
This particular deal would give you the opportutitynove up in
the sales force (job goal) because of the new rharke
your company wants to penetrate (organization mjsYour work s to
And that would get you closer to the way you wandiscover your work
be living, both financially and professionally €)f and then with all

Or, from the other direction, you've deci(yourhearttogive
that you want to be your own boss and unlock sofYouselftoit
your unigue assets and talents in a particular drata -
resonates with you (life). So you create a businfss
yourself (vision), with some short-term key operaél objec-
tives (job goal). That gives you some critical soj@u need to
fulfill to get it rolling (responsibility), with sme immediate
outcomes to achieve (projects). On each of thasjegis you'll
have things you need to do, as soon as you cahedo (next
actions).

The healthiest approach for relaxed control angiied
productivity is to manage all the levels in a bathfashion. At
any of these levels, it's critical to identify #ile open loops, all the
incompletions, and all the commitments that youehdght now,
as best you can. Without an acceptance and antigbj@ssess-
ment of what's true in the present, it's alwaySadit to cast off
for new shores. What's on your answering machinéat\sre
your projects relative to your kids? What are yesponsible for in
the office? What's pushing on you to change oagittrg you to
create in the next months or years? These argali tbops in
your psyche, though often it takes deeper and intn@spective
processes to identify the bigger goals and suibtiéinations.

There is magic in being in the present in your lifa always
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The bestplaceto gmazed at the power of clear observation simply

succeediswhere  ghout what's going on, what's true. Finding out the

you are with whateyact details of your personal finances, clarifythg

you have. historical data about the company you're buying, or

—Charles getting the facts about who really said what to mvho
in an interpersonal conflict can be constructifrapt
downright healing.

Getting things done, and feeling good about it, mdzeing
willing to recognize, acknowledge, and appropriatebnage all
the things that have your consciousness engagesteiey the
art of stress-free productivity requires it.

Working from the Bottom Up
In order to create productive alignment in you, lifou could quite
reasonably start with a clarification from the tigavn. Decide why
you're on the planet. Figure out what kind of bfied
You're never lacking work and life-style would best allow you to fulfilhat
in opportunities o contract. What kind of job and personal relatiopshi
clarify your would support that direction? What key things would
priorities atany -y need to put in place and make happen right now,
level. Pay attenton 53 \what could you do physically as soon as pessibl
towhich horizonis 4, ick-start each of those?
calling you. In truth, you can approach your priorities from
any level, at any time. | always have somethingt tha
could do constructively to enhance my awareness@s on
each level. I'm never lacking in more visions tabekate, goals to
reassess, projects to identify or create, or a&tiomlecide on. The
trick is to learn to pay attention to the ones yeed to at the
appropriate time, to keep you and your systemalanise.
Because everything will ultimately be driven by priorities
of the level above it, any formulation of your piiies would
obviously most efficiently begin at the top. Foample, if you
spend time prioritizing your work and then latesadiver that it's
not the work you think you ought to be doing, yoaynhave
"wasted" time and energy that could have beenrlsgtamt defin-
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ing the next job you really want. The problem iattivithout a
sense of control at the implementation levels émirprojects and
actions), and without inner trust in your own apilio manage
those levels appropriately, trying to manage ydifisam the top
down often creates frustration.

From a practical perspective, | suggest gTryingtomanage
from the bottom up instead. I've coached pgfrom the top down,
from both directions, and in terms of lasting vall When the bottomis
can honestly say that getting someone in contrutof control, may
the details of his or her current physical worldg N st
then elevating the focus from there, has nEfeciveapproach.
missed.

The primary reason to work from this bottom-
up direction is that it clears the psychic deckdegin with,
allowing your creative attention to focus on therenmeaningful
and elusive visions that you may need to challgrmeself to
identify. Also, this particular method has a higlyke of flexibil-
ity and freedom, and it includes a thinking andaoiging prac-
tice that is universal and effective no matter wtsfocused on.
That makes it worth learning, no matter what thiealccontent
you're dealing with at the moment may be. Changg yand,
and this process will help you adjust with maximsjpeed. And
knowing that you have that ability will give yourpa@ssion to
play a bigger game. It's truly empowering.

While the "50,000-foot level" is obviously the mastportant
context within which to set priorities, experierftas shown me
that when we understand and implemalhtthe levels of work
in which we are engaged, especially the runway18n@d00-foot
levels, we gain greater freedom and resources ttheldigger
work that we're all about. Although a bottom-up @@eh is
not a key conceptual priority, from a practical gpactive it's
a critical factor in achieving a balanced, produgtiand comfort-
able life.
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RunwayThe first thing to do is make sure your actionsliate
complete, which in itself can be quite a task. Eheko focus on
gathering and objectifying all of those items digmothat there
are many they've forgotten, misplaced, or justecdgnized.

Aside from your calendar, if you don't have attdifty next
actions and waiting-fors, including all the agenfisigoeople and
meetings, | would be skeptical about whether yallyr&éadall of
them. If you've followed through rigorously withettsteps and
suggestions in part 2, though, you may have thesady. If not,
and you do want to get this level up-to-date, siteasome time
to work through chapters 4 through 6 in real impmatation
mode.

When you've finished getting this level of contcokrent,
you'll automatically have a more grounded sensinoiediate
priorities, which is almost impossible to achietieepwise.

Taking the inventory 10,000 FeetFinalize your "Projects" list. Does it
of yourcurrent  tryly capture all the commitments you have that wil
workatalllevels  raquire more than one action to get done? That will
willawtomatically  gefine the boundaries of the kind of week-to-week

produce greater
focus, alignment,
and sense of
priorities.
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operational world you're in and allow you to relax
your thinking for longer intervals.

If you make a complete list of all of the things
you want to have happen in your life and work & th
level, you'll discover that there are actions yoeed
to do that you hadn't realized. Just creatingdhjsctive inven-
tory will give you a firmer basis on which to madecisions about
what to do when you have discretionary time. Iralalyi when
people get their "Projects" list up-to-date, thescdver there are
several things that could be done readily to mbirgys they care
about forward.

Very few people have this clear data defined amdlahle to
themselves in some objective form. Before any disiom about
what should be done this afternoon can take pthieinforma-
tion must be at hand.
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Again, if you've been putting into practice the hoetology
of Getting Things Donsgjour "Projects" list will be where it needs
to be. For most of our coaching clients, it takess to fifteen
hours of collecting, processing, and organizingebto the point
of trusting the thoroughness of their inventory.

20,000 FeefThis is the level of "current job responsibilities.
What are the "hats" you wear? Professionally,ilusld relate to
your current position and work. Personally, it wbuiclude the
roles you've taken on in your family, in your conmiy, and of
course with yourself as a functioning person.

You may have some of these roles already defineld an
written out. If you've recently taken a new positend there's
an agreement or contract about your areas of rasgmbty,
that would certainly be a good start. If you'vend@ny kind
of personal goal-setting and values-clarifying eisa&s in the
past and still have any materials you created tmdh{hose to the
mix.

Next | recommend that you make and keep a lisedall
"Areas of Focus." You might like to separate thitoi"Profes-
sional" and "Personal” sublists, in which caselyaa@nt to use
them both equally for a consistent review Thisris of the most
useful checklists you can create for your own selfiagement. It
won't require the kind of once-a-week recalibration
that the "Projects” list will; more likely it wilhave!f you'e not totally
meaning on a longer recursion cycle. Dependin sure what yourjob
the speed of change in some of the more imp(s Wil aways feel
areas of your life and work, this should be used as °/¢"emng
trigger for potential new projects every one teér
months.

You probably have somewhere between four and dexen
areas of responsibility in your work, and a similamber person-
ally. Your job may include things like staff devefoent, systems
design, long-range planning, administrative suppugrketing,
and scheduling, or responsibility for facilitieslfillment, quality
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control, asset management, and so on. If you're g@en busi-
ness, your attention will be on many more areasithgou have a
very specialized function in a large organizatibine rest of your
life might entail areas of focus such as parentpaytnering,
church, health, community service, home managerfieatcial
management, self-development, creative expresaiahso forth.

The operational purpose of the "Areas of Focug"idigo
ensure that you have all your projects and neidractefined, so
you can manage your responsibilities appropriatElyou were to
create an accounting of those and evaluate theattolgly, in
terms of what you're doing and should be doing)jlymdoubtedly
uncover projects you need to add to your "Projdists’You may, in
reviewing the list, decide that some areas ardipgstnd are being
taken care of. Then again, you may realize thaeiung has been
"bugging" you in one area and that a project shbeldreated to
shore it up. "Areas of Focus" is really just a radvstract and refined
version of the "Triggers" list we covered earlier.

Every client | have coached in the last twenty ydzas
uncovered at least one important gap at this lefvdlscussion.
For instance, a common "hat" a manager or executeags is
"staff development." Upon reflection, most reatizey need to add
a project or two in that area, such as "Upgradepetfiormance-
review process."

A discussion of "priorities" would have to incorpt all of
these levels of current agreements between youanselbthers. If
you get this "job description" checklist in playdakeep it current,
you'll probably be more relaxed and in control thaost people
in our culture. It will certainly go a long way tewd moving you
from hope to trust as you make the necessary eruthehoices
about what to do.

30,000 to 50,000+ FedtVhereas the three lower levels have
mostly to do with the current state of things—yaations, proj-
ects, and areas of responsibility—from here ugdhtors of the
future and your direction and intentions are prim&here is still
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an inventory to take at these plateaus, but it'seWhen you're not
about "What is true right now about where surewhereyoure
decided I'm going and how I'm going to get thed0ing. youll never
This can range from one-year goals in your K10Whenenough
("30,000 feet") to a three-year vision for youregar "%

and personal net worth ("40,000 feet") to intuiting

your life purpose and how to maximize its expressio

("50,000+ feet").

I'm blending the three uppermost levels togethae he
because situations often can't easily be pigeodhote one or
another of these categories. Also, simdting Things Doné
more about the art of implementation than about tmaefine
goals and vision, | won't offer a rigorous examorahere. But by
its very nature this investigation can broach pidéy deep and
complex arenas, which could include business giratgganiza-
tion development, career planning, and life dicecind values.

For our purposes, the focus is on capturing whdivators
exist for you in current reality that determine theentory of
what your work actually is, right now. Whether yalirections
and goals should be changed—based on deeper thikialysis,
and intuition—could be another discussion. Eventisere are
probably some things you can identify right nowt tban help
you get current in your own thinking about your kand what's
important in it.

If you were to intuitively frame a picture of whatu think
you might be doing twelve to eighteen months fraw,nor what
the nature of your job will look like at that pgimthat would that
trigger? At this level, which is subtler, there nfmeythings person-
ally you need to let go of, and people and systhaismay need
to be developed to allow the transition. And asjtieitself is a
moving target, given the shifting sands of the ggsifonal world
these days, there may need to be projects defineddure via-
bility of the outputs in your area.

In the personal arena, this is where you would v@icbon-
sider things like: "My career is going to stagnatkess | assert my
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own goals more specifically to my boss (or my lzobs'ss)." Or
"What new things are my children going to be daiegt year,
and what do | need to do differently because dfth@r "What
preparation do | need to ensure that | can dedl this health
problem we've just uncovered?"

Through a longer scope you might assess: How iscareer
going? How is your personal life moving along? Wisayour
organization doing relative to changes in the emirent, and
what impact does that have on you? These are thdoeiive-
year-horizon questions that, when | ask them,taliffierent and
important kinds of answers from everyone.

Not long ago | coached someone in a large inteynati
bank who, after a few months of implementing thethodology
and getting control of his day-to-day inventorywairk, decided
the time was right to invest in his own start-ughhtech firm.
The thought had been too intimidating for him tal@ds ini-
tially, but working from the "runway level" up madenuch more
accessible and a natural consequence of thinkitigsatorizon.

If you're involved in anything that has a futurdasfger than
a year (marriage, kids, a career, a company, doriar}, you would
do well to think about what you might need to ba&xgdo man-
age things along that vector.

Questions to ask yourself here are:

*What are the longer-term goals and objectives in my
organization, and what projects do | need to haysace
related to them to fulfill my responsibilities?

*What longer-term goals and objectives have | setigself,
and what projects do | need to have in place toentfadm
happen?

*What other significant things are happening thatdaffect
my options about what you I'm doing?
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Here are some examples of the kinds of issuesttioat up
at this level of conversation:

*The changing nature of your job, given the shiffmigrities of
the company. Instead of managing the productigroof own
training programs in-house, you're going to outsedinem to
vendors.

*The direction in which you feel you need to movgaur
career. You see yourself doing a different kingbbfa year
from now, and you need to make a transition othefone
you have while exploring the options for a transfier
promotion.

» The organization direction, given globalization axgansion.
You see a lot of major international travel loomorgthe
horizon for you, and given your life-style preferes, you need
to consider how to readjust your career plans.

* Life-style preferences and changing needs. As kioisrget
older, your need to be at home with them is dirhinig, and
your interest in investment and retirement planisngrowing.

At the topmost level of thinking, you'll need tka®me of
the ultimate questions. Why does your company 2xghy do
you exist? What is the core DNA of your existence, peadly
and/or organizationally, that drives your choicHss is the "big
picture" stuff with which hundreds of books anduguand mod-
els are devoted to helping you grapple.

"Why?": this is the great question with which wieseiuggle.

You can have all the other levels of your life avatk ship-
shape, defined, and organized to a T. Siill, if'yethe slightest
bit off course in terms of what at the deepestl lpga want or are
called to be doing, you're going to be uncomfodabl
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Getting Priority Thinking Off Your Mind

Take at least a few minutes, if you haven't alredwiye so, to jot
down some informal notes about things that occutoeglou

while you've been reading this chapter. Whateveppd into
your mind at these more elevated levels of youerimadar, write
it down and get it out of your head.

Then process those notes. Decide whether what yote w
down is something you really want to move on or. tiohot,
throw the note away, or put it on a "Someday/Mayise'or in a
folder called "Dreams and Goals | Might Get Arouocit Some
Point." Perhaps you want to continue accumulatingenof this
kind of future thinking and would like to do theeggise with
more formality—for example, by drafting a new bsia plan
with your partners, designing and writing out yadea of a
dream life with your spouse, creating a more sjgec#freer map
for the next three years for yourself, or just iggtta personal
coach who can lead you through those discussiothghaught
processes. If so, put that outcome on your "Prgjdidt, and
decide the next action. Then do it, hand it offié&b done, or put
the action reminder on the appropriate list.

With that done, you may want to turn your focuslévelop-
mental thinking about specific projects that hagerbidentified
but not fleshed out as fully as you'd like. Yowdént to ensure that
you're set up for that kind of "vertical" procesgsin



(o)
Getting Projects Under Control

CHAPTERS 4 THROUGH 9 have given you all the trashd methods you
need to clear your head and make intuitive choadesit what to
do when. That's the horizontal level—what needs wiention
and action across the horizontal landscape of jifaurThe last
piece of the puzzle is the vertical level—the diggdeep and pie-
in-the-sky thinking that can leverage your creativainpower.
That gets us back to refining and energizing oajgat planning.

The Need for More Informal Planning

After years of working with thousands of professitsndown in
the trenches, | can safely say that virtually &li® could be doing
more planning, more informally and more often, ahbmur proj-
ects and our lives. And if we did, it would reliexdot of pressure
on our psyches and produce an enormous amoungativa out-
put with minimal effort.

I've discovered that the biggest improvement opitt in
planning does not consist of techniques for thélgiglaborate
and complex kinds of project organizing that prei®sal project
managers sometimes use (like GANTT charts). Moshefpeo-
ple who need those already have them, or at least Access to
the training and software required to learn abbatrt. The real
need is to capture and utilize more of the creatpreactive
thinking we do—orcoulddo.
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The major reason for the lack of this kind of effex value-
added thinking is the dearth of systems for margtiie poten-
tially infinite amount of detail that could show up
The middleof  gs a result. This is why my approach tends to be
every successful - phottom-up. If you feel out of control with your eur
project looks like a rent  actionable commitments, you'll resist focused
disaster. planning. An unconscious pushback occurs. As you
—Rosabeth  hegin to apply these methods, however, you may find
MOSS that they free up enormous creative and consteictiv
thinking. If you have systems and habits ready to
leverage your ideas, your productivity can expaqubeentially.
In chapter 3, | covered in some detail the fivesplsaof proj-
ect planning that take something from the ideaestatg physical
reality.
You need to set up What follows is a compilation of practical tips
systemsand tricks gnd techniques to facilitate the natural, informal
that getyou to think nlanning processes | recommend. Although these
about your projects g gqestions are all based on common sense, they're
and siuations more ¢ followed nearly as frequently as they could be.

:Zg:erggd ir:?;ire Put them to use whenever and as often as you can,
deptr{, instead of saving up your thinking for big formal

meetings.

Which Projects Should You Be Planning?

Most of the outcomes you have identified for yoRrdjects" list
will not need any kind of front-end planning, otliean the sort
you do in your head, quickly and naturally, to carpewith a next
action on them. The only planning needed for "Gat c
inspected,” for example, would be to decide to khiee phone
book for the nearest inspection location and cuallset up a time.
There are two types of projects, however, that rdesat least
some sort of planning activity: (1) those that kilve your atten-
tion even after you've determined their next astiamd (2) those
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about which potentially useful ideas and supportiegil just
show up.

The first type—the projects that you know have pthimgs
about them that must be decided on and organizet-reed a
more detailed approach than just identifying a ration. For
these you'll need a more specific application & onmore of the
other four phases of the natural planning modetpgge and
principles, vision/outcome, brainstorming, and/ayamizing.

The second type—the projects for which ideas justvsup,
ad hoc, on a beach or in a car or in a meeting—t@ehdve an
appropriate place into which these associated idaase cap-
tured. Then they can reside there for later useeded.

Projects That Need Next Actions About Planning

There are probably a few projects you can thinkgbft now, off

the top of your head, that you know you want torgete objecti-
fied, fleshed out, and under control. Perhaps yaxe lan impor-
tant meeting coming up and you know you have t@ane an
agenda and materials for it. Or you've just inkdrithe job of
coordinating the annual associates' conferenceyaude got to
get it organized as soon as possible so you cdrdstagating sig-
nificant pieces. Or you've got to clarify a job chgstion for a new
position on your team to give to Human Resourdggu haven't
done it already, get a next actinowthat will start the planning
process for each of these, and put it on the agptegaction list.
Then proceed with further planning steps.

Typical Planning Steps

The most common types of planning-oriented actiwitisbe
your own brainstorming and organizing, setting wgetimgs, and
gathering information.

BrainstormingSome of the projects that have your attention

right now will require you to do your own free-fothiinking; this
is especially true of those for which you werectear about what
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the next action would be when you made that detisibiese
should all have a next action, such as "Draft idea&"

You need to decide where and how you want to db tha
action, in order to know which action list to puion. Do you do
this kind of thinking best on a computer, or by dhariting your
thoughts on paper? | may choose either medium,ndiapee on
what my intuition tells me. For me this next actiwould go
either on my "At Computer" list or on "Anywhere'etause | can
draw mind-maps wherever | am, as long as | havepdpaper).

OrganizingYou may have some projects for which you have
already collected notes and miscellaneous suppatdrials, and
you just need to sort through them and get themnamore struc-
tured form. In this case, your next action wouteéllf be "Organize
Project X notes." If you have to be in your offite do that
(because that's where the files are, and you damit to carry
them around), that action should go on your "Aiceffaction list.
If you're carrying the project notes around withi yio a folder, or
in a portable organizer or on a laptop, then thegé@ize ..."
action would go on an "Anywhere" or "Misc." actilist if you're
going to do it by hand, or on "At Computer" if y@ujoing to use a
word processor, outliner, or project-planning safev

One of the greatest
blocks to organi-
zational productivity
is the lack of
decision by a senior
person about the
necessity of a meet-
ing, and with whom,
to move an im-
portant issue
forward.
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Setting Up Meeting®ften, progress will be made
on project thinking when you set up a meeting with
the people you'd like to have involved in the brain
storming. That usually means sending an e-mail to
the whole group or to an assistant to get it calen-
dared, or making a phone call to the first person t
nail down a time.

Gathering InformationSometimes the next task on
project thinking is to gather more data. Maybe you
need to talk to someone to get his or her inpual{"C
Bill re his thoughts on the managers' meeting"). Or
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you need to look through the files you just inteatifrom last
year's conference ("Review Associate Conferendavardiles").

Or you want to surf the Web to get a sense of win@ppening
"out there" on a new topic you're exploring ("R&Basch firms
for sales executives").

Random Project Thinking

Don't lose any ideas about projects that couldrpell be use-
ful. Many times you'll think of something you dowant to forget
when you're a place that has nothing to do wittptbgct. You're
driving to the store, for example, and you thinlaafreat way that
you might want to start off the next staff meeti@y.you're stir-
ring the spaghetti sauce in the kitchen and it ectw you that
you might want to give out nice tote bags to pgdints in the
upcoming conference. Or you're watching the evenawss when
you suddenly remember another key person you migint to
include in the advisory council you're putting ttgpe.

If these aren't specifically next actions that gardirectly on
your action lists, you'll still need to capture asrganize them
somewhere that makes sense. Of course the masildnbls for
ensuring that nothing gets lost is your collectiystem—your
in-basket, pad, and paper (or equivalents) at wwork at home,
and in a portable version (an index card) while'ngoout and
about. You need to hold all your ideas until yaedaecide what
to do with them.

Tools and Structures That Support
Project Thinking

No matter at what level project ideas show upgit=at to have
good tools always close at hand for capturing tasrthey occur.
Once they've been captured, it's useful to havesacto them
whenever you need to refer to them.
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Thinking Tools
One of the great secrets to getting ideas andasitrg your pro-
ductivity is utilizing the function-follows-form gmomenon—
great tools can trigger good thinking. (I've come u
with some of my most productive thoughts when
Luck affects playing with my Palm organizer in an airport, wait-
everything. Let  jng for a flight!)
your hook always If you aren't writing anything down, it's
becastinthe oy iremely difficult to stay focused on anything for
stream Wher.e YU more than a few minutes, especially if you're byryo
least expect it there - .
will be a fish. self. But when you utilize physical tools to keepuy
thinking anchored, you can stay engaged construc-
tively for hours.

Writing Instruments
Keep good writing tools around all the time so peuer have any
unconscious resistance to thinking due to not lgavin
anything to capture it with. If | don't have some-
thing to write with, | can sense that I'm not asneo
yourself a context fc_)rtaple letting myself think about projects and
for capturing situations. o
thoughts, and Conversely, | have done some great thinking
thoughts will occur @Nd planning at times just because | wanted to use
thatyou dontyet MY nice-looking, smooth-writing ballpoint pen! You
knowyouhave. ~May not be inspired by cool gear like | am, buyafi
are, do yourself a favor and invest in quality gt
tools.
| also suggest that you keep nice ballpoint pertbeasta-
tions where you're likely to want to take notes—tipalarly near
the phones around your house.

Function often
follows form. Give
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Paper and Pads

In addition to writing tools, you should always kaunctional
pads of paper close at hand. Legal pads work wedlise you can
easily tear off pages with ideas and notes and toss

them into your in-basket until you get a chance tWhere s your
process them. Also you will often want to keep sclosestpad?Keepit
of your informal mind-maps, and you can put ttose:
separate pieces of paper in appropriate file felder

without having to rewrite them.

Easels and Whiteboards

If you have room for them, whiteboards and/or epadt are very
functional thinking tools to use from time to tinléhey give you
plenty of space on which to jot down ideas, arait be useful to
keep them up in front of you for while, as you incu
bate on a topic. Whiteboards are great to have How do | know
wall in your office and in meeting rooms, and what I think, until
bigger the better. If you have children, | recomd! hear what I say?
that you install one in their bedrooms (I wish —E.M. Forster
grown up with the encouragement to have as many
ideas as | could!). Be sure to keep plenty of frasikers on hand,;

it's frustrating to want to start writing on a wdhbbard and find
that all the markers are dry and useless.

Whenever two or more people are gathered for aingget
someone should start writing somewhere where ther@) can
see. Even if you erase your thoughts after a femutes, just the
act of writing them down facilitates a constructitrenking
process like nothing else. (I've found it immengedipful at times
to draw informal diagrams and notes on paper thithes; place
mats, or even napkins in restaurants, if | didamMenmy own pad
of paper at hand.)

217



PRACTICING STRESS-FREE PRODUCTIVITY | PART TWO

The Computer

Many times | like to think on my laptop, in my wopdocessor.

There are so many things | might want to do latemith my

thinking, and it feels terrific to already haveritsome digital

form for later editing and cutting and pasting into
Leverageyour  various other applications. Once I've booted up and
computer as athink the screen is ready in front of me, | find thankimg
station. just automatically starts to happen. This is anothe
good reason to ensure that your typing and keyboard
skills are sufficient to make engaging with the pomer at least
easy, if not downright fun.

The Support Structures

In addition to good tools ubiquitously at handsiproductive to
have accessible formats into which project thinkiag be cap-
tured. Much as a pen and paper in front of you stpbrain-
storming, having good tools and places for organiziroject
details facilitates the more linear planning thatny projects
need.

Create File Folders or Loose-Leaf Pages as Needed
A good general-reference filing system, right atchand easy to
use, is not only critical to manage the generakilmwv process,
but highly functional for project thinking as weliften a project
begins to emerge when it's triggered by relevata, deotes, and
miscellaneous materials, and for this reason, lywalt to create
a folder for a topic as soon as you have sometloiqpuit in it. If
your filing system is too formal (or nonexistentpu'll probably
miss many opportunities to generate a project feeiiciently
early. As soon as you return from that first megtvith your ini-
tial notes about a topic that has just emergedhemorizon, cre-
ate a file and store them in it right away (afteuyhave gleaned
any next actions, of course).

Many times, in coaching clients, | find that theremact of
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creating a file for a topic into which we can orga&nrandom
notes and potentially relevant materials gives taesignificantly
improved sense of control. It's a way of physicaligibly, and psy-
chologically getting their "arms around it."

If you like to work with a loose-leaf notebook or
planner, it's good to keep an inventory of freske!fyoudonthave a
paper or graph paper that you can use to set ggyg900d system for
on a theme or project as it shows up. While ¢fiingbad ideas, you
projects may later deserve a whole tabbed sectiProbably don'thave
even an entire notebook of their own, they doritt®" " filng good
out that way. And most of your projects may r2eseiher
only a page or two to hold the few ideas you need t
track.

Software Tools

Software is in one sense a dark black hole to exjtosearch of
good "project management" tools. For the most paetapplica-
tions that are specifically designed for projegtamizing are way
too complex, with too much horsepower to reallyfurectional for

98 percent of what most people need to manage.'r€hegypro-

priate only for the very small percentage of thafgssional world
that actually needs them. The rest of us usuatig bits and
pieces of applications more informal and projeierily. As I've

noted, | have never seen any two projects thatetktte same
amount of detailing and structure to get them uiedetrol. So it

would be difficult to create any one applicatioatttvould suffice
for the majority.

Digital Outlining Most of what anyone needs to structure his
or her thinking about projects can be found in kimg of ap-
plication that has a simple hierarchical outlinifugpction. |
used to use a Symantec program called Grandviedvhaw |
often use Microsoft Word for just this kind of peot planning.
Here's a piece of an outline | created for oneuofoovn planning
sessions:
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Getting out of where we are

& Maving supplties
= Foxes

= Hand trucks
= Tape
= Faper
= Schedule
¢ New location
= Layout
= Wiring
= Parking
= Lighting
= Security
2 New office setup
= Furniture

= Desk locations
(]

& Computers
= Conpgctions
= Phones
= Fax
Other changes
» Stationery
¢ Communications

L

The great thing about outlining applications ig thay can
be as complex or as simple as required. Therelsnenous soft-
ware programs that provide this kind of basic hekrgal struc-
turing. The trick is to find one that you feel caméble with, so
you can rapidly get familiar with how to insert deggs and sub-
headings and move them around as needed. Untitgowstop
focusing on how to use the program, you'll resistting it up and
using it to think and organize.

It doesn't really matter where you put this kindhanking,
so long as it's easily accessible so you can iapdtreview it as
needed.

Brainstorming ApplicationsSeveral applications have been
developed specifically to facilitate the brainstorgn process.
"Inspiration” was one, based on the mind-mappiohrigues of
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Tony Buzan. It had some useful features, but me,gbone back
to paper and cool pen for the kind of rapid, infatrhinking |
usually need to do.

The problem with digitizing brainstorming is that fthe
most part we don't need to save what we braingtothewaywe
brainstormed it—the critical thing is the concluso we
develop
from that raw thinking. The slick brainstorming-tag tools,
like electronic whiteboards and digital handwrititmpying gear,
ultimately will probably not be as successful asranufacturers
hoped. We don't need to save creative thinkingschmas we do
the structures we generate from it. There are fgignt differ-
ences among collecting and processing and orggniaimd dif-
ferent tools are usually required for them. Youhigs well dump
ideas into a word processor.

Project-Planning Applicationg\s I've mentioned, most projec
planning software is too rigorous for the majoofythe project
thinking and planning we need to do. Over the y#aesseen
these programs more often tried and discontinueeal thilized as
a consistent tool. When they're used successthityre usually
highly customized to fit very specific requiremefis the com-
pany or the industry.
| anticipate that less structured and more funeti@ppli-

cations will emerge in the coming years, basedhermtays we
naturally think and plan. Until then, best stickiwsome good
and simple outliner.

Attaching Digital Notes

If you are using a digital organizer, much of thejgct planning
you need to capture outside your head can in f&astabsfactorily
managed in an attached note field. If you haveptbgct itself as
an item on a list on a Palm, or as a task in MaftadSutlook, you
can open the accompanying "Note" section and gaddbullet
points, and subcomponents of the project. Justrerteat you
review the attachment appropriately to make itulsef
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How Do | Apply All This in My World?

Just as your "Next Actions” lists need to be ugléte, so,
too, does your "Projects" list. That done, givergelf a block of
time, ideally between one and three hours, to leandl
Clearthe deck,  as much of the "vertical" thinking about each prbje
Create acontext, gg you can.
and 0_'° some At the very least, right now or as soon as possi-
creative project — ple, take those few of your projects that you htee
thinking. Youllthen a5t attention on or interest in right now and do
bewayaheadof g me  thinking and collecting and organizing on
most people. 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 | wiarknow, cap-
ture, or remember?"
You may just want to mind-map some thoughts oreegodf
paper, make a file, and toss the paper into it. i¥ay come up
with some simple bullet-point headings to attach as
Letour advance "note" in your software organizer. Or you could-cre
worrying become agte a Word file and start an outline on it.
advance thinking The key is to get comfortable with having and
andplanning. sing your ideas. And to acquire the habit of foays
your energy constructively, on intended outcomes

WinstoNand open loops, before you have to.
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The Power of the Collection Habit

THERE'S MUCH MORE to these simple techniques argieinithan may
appear at first glance. Indeed, they offer a syatenmethod to
keep your mind distraction-free, ensuring a higleleof effi-
ciency and effectiveness in your work. That inlfita®uld be suf-
ficient reason to implement these practices.

But there are even greater implications for thelfimental
principles at work here. What follows in the nextee chapters
is an accounting of my experience, over the lasinty years,
of the subtler and often more profound effects tiaat tran-
spire from the implementation of these basic ppled. The
longer-term results can have a significant impactou as an
individual, and they can positively affect largeganizational cul-
tures as well.

When people with whom you interact notice that with
fail you receive, process, and organize in angfirtmanner the
exchanges and agreements they have with you, dugy to trust
you in a unique way. Such is the power of captupiageholders
for anything that is incomplete or unprocessed anrylife. It
noticeably enhances your mental well-being and avgs the
quality of your communications and relationshipsthbperson-
ally and professionally.
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The Personal Benefit

How did it feel to go through the collecting andwadoading
activity? Most people say it feels so bad, andfgels so good.
How can that be?

If you're like most people who go through the fudllec-
tion process, you probably felt some form of anxi€tescriptive
terms like "overwhelmed," "panic," "frustration fatigue," and
"disgust" tend to come up when | ask seminar gpetts to
describe their emotions in going through a minasiea of this
procedure. And is there anything you think you'r@cpastinated
on in that stack? If so, you have guilt automaliycaksociated
with it—"l could have, should have, ought to hakefére now)
done this."

At the same time, did you experience any senselesdse, or
relief, or control as you were did the drill? Mestople say yes,
indeed. How does that happen? Totally opposite ienadtstates
showing up as you're doing a single exercise, dlatahe same
time—anxiety and relief; overwhelmed and in contihat's
going on here?

When you understand the source of your negativendse
about all your stuff, you'll discover, as | didettvay to get rid of
them. And if you experienced any positive feelifrgen collect-
ing your stuff, you actually began the processliofieating the
negativity yourself.

"o

The Source of the Negative Feelings
Where do the not-so-good feelings come from? Toohntoi do?
No, there's always too much to do. If you felt sadply because
there was more to do than you could do, you'd ngetrid of that
feeling. Having too much to do is not the sourc¢hefnegative
feeling. It comes from a different place.

How have you felt when someone broke an agreemént w
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you? Told you they would meet you Thursday at #1a0and never
showed or called? How did that feel? Frustratinmdgine. The
price people pay when they break agreements indhd is the dis-
integration of trust in the relationship—a negative
conseguence. The sense of

But what are all those things in your in-bas anxiety and guit
Agreements you've made with yourself. Your negdoesntcome from
feelings are simply the result of breaking thosgeg "aving too muchto
ments—they're the symptoms of disintegrateif-9% itsthe
trust. If you tell yourself to draft a strategic plan, wa2omaic resitof
you don't do it, you'll feel bad. Tell yourself get orge breaking _
nized, and if you fail to, welcome to guilt andsltn;a-agreen:femS vith
tion. Resolve to spend more time with your kids G
don't—voila! anxious and overwhelmed.

How Do You Prevent Broken Agreements with Yourself?

If the negative feelings come from broken agreemgmu have
three options for dealing with them and eliminating negative
consequences:

* Don't make the agreement.
» Complete the agreement.
* Renegotiate the agreement.

All of these can work to get rid of the unpleadastings.

Don't Make the Agreement
It probably felt pretty good to take a bunch of yald stuff,
decide that you weren't going to do anything witlamd just toss
it into the trash. One way to handle an incompteiio your
world is to just say no!

You'd lighten up if you would just lower your stards.
If you didn't care so much about things being up trertain
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level—your parenting, your school system, your teanorale, the
software code—you'd have fewer things to do.*
| doubt you're going to lower your standards. Buoteo you
really understand what it means, you'll probablykenfewer
agreements. | know | did. | used to make a loheft, just to win
people's approval. When | realized the price | pagng on the
back end for not keeping those agreements, | beeaalotemore
conscious about the ones | made. One insuranceutered
worked with described the major benefit he derifrech imple-
menting this system: "Previously | would just @feryone, 'Sure,
Il do it," because | didn't know how much | rgdiiad to do. Now
that I've got the inventory clear and complete, foignaintain my
integrity | have had to say, 'No, | can't do tham sorry.' The
amazing thing is that instead of being upset witly m
Maintainingan ~ refusal, everyone was impressed by my discipline!"
objective inventory Another client, an entrepreneur in the personal
of your work makes coaching business, recently told me that making an
itmuch easierto  jnventory of his work had eliminated a huge amount
say no with of worry and stress from his life. The disciplinfe o
integrity. putting everything he had his attention on into his
in-basket caused him to reconsider what he really
wanted to danythingabout. If he wasn't willing to toss a note
about it into "in," he just let it go!
| consider that very mature thinking. One of thetlikings
about this whole method is that when you realletidde respon-
sibility to capture and track what's on your migdu'll think
twice about making commitments internally that gloun't really
need or want to make. Not being aware of all yoteha do is

*|t has been a popular concept in the self-helpldvitrat focusing on your val-
ues will simplify your life. | contend the oppositee overwhelming amount of
things that people have to do confiesn their values. Values are critical ele-
ments for meaning and direction. But don't kid welfr—the more you focus
on them, the more things you're likely to feel msgible for taking on. Your
values may make it easier for you to make decisibnsdon't think they'll
make things any simpler.
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much like having a credit card for which you ddmow the bal-
ance or the limit—it's a lot easier to be irresjialas

Complete the Agreement

Of course, another way to get rid of the negateadifigs about
your stuff is to just finish it and be able to mérkff as done. You
actually love to do things, as long as you gefébé

ing that you've completed something. If you've ImOutof the strain of
to complete less-than-two-minute actions as thedoing, intothe
surface in your life, I'm sure you can attest to fisy Peace of the done.
chological benefit. Most of my clients feel fanta —Julia Louis
after just a couple of hours of processing theies, o\
just because of how many things they accomplish

using the two-minute rule.

One of your better weekends may be spent jushiingsup a
lot of little errands and tasks that have accuradliaround your
house and in your personal life. Invariably when gapture all
the open loops, little and big, and see them astanl front of
you, some part of you will be inspired (or credtivdisgusted or
intimidated enough) to go knock them off the list.

We all seem to be starved for a win. It's greasatisfy
that by giving yourself doable tasks you can ssard finish
easily.

Have you ever completed something that wasn'allyiton a
list, so you wrote it down and checked it off? Them know
what | mean.

There's another issue here, however. Itsaloteasier
would you feel if your list and your stack wtocomplete
totally—and successfully—completed? You'd preagreementswhen
bly be bouncing off the ceiling, full of creativaezgy You koW what
Of course, within three days, guess what you'd 12"
Right—another list, and probably an even bigger
one! You'd feel so good about finishing all yowrffsyou'd likely
take on bigger, more ambitious things to do.

Not only that, but if you have a boss, what do tink he or
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she is going to do, after noticing the high leval€ompetency
and productivity you're demonstrating? Right agagjive you
more things to do! It's the catch-22 of profesdialexelopment:
the better you get, the better yoh&tterget.

So, since you're not going to significantly loweuy stan-
dards, or stop creating more things to do, youttebget com-
fortable with the third option, if you want to keffpm stressing
yourself out.

Renegotiate Your Agreement

Suppose I'd told you | would meet you Thursday:804.m.,

but after | made the appointment, my world chanfjelv, given

my new priorities, | decide I'mot going to meet you Thursday

at four. But instead of simply not showing up, whatl | better

do, to maintain the integrity of the relationship@rrect—call

and change the agreement. A renegotiated agreément a

broken one.

Do you understand yet why getting all your

Itisthe actof  stuff out of your head and in front of you makesi yo
forgiveness that  fee| better? Because you automatically renegotiate
opensup theonly yoyr agreements with yourself when you look at
possiblewayto  them  think about them, and either act on them that
think creatively /ey moment or say, "No, not now." Here's the prob-
aboutthe future atyo - s jmpossible to renegotiate agreements with
yourself that you can't remember you made!

The fact that you can't remember an agreement
you made with yourself doesn't mean that you're not
holding yourself liable for it. Ask any psycholagis
how much of a sense of past and future that paybof psyche
has, the part that was storing the list you dumped. It's all
present tense in there. That means that as sgmuasll yourself
that you should do something, if you file it only your short-
term memory, there's a part of you that thinks ghould be
doing itall the time.And that means that as soon as you've given
yourself two things to do, and filed them only iow head,

all.

Father
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you've created instant and automatic stress ahadabecause
you can't do them both at the same time.

If you're like most people, you've probably got sostorage
area at home—maybe a garage that you told yoarsetile back
(maybe even six years ago!) you ought to clearoagahize. If so,
there's a part of you that likely thinks you shauddeen cleaning
your garage twenty-four hours a day for the pastysiars! No
wonder people are so tired! And have you heardlittlatvoice
inside your own mental committee every time youkwat your
garage? "Why are we walking by the garage?! Avem'supposed
to be cleaning it!?" Because you can't stand thwning, nagging
part of yourself, you never even go in the garagarere if you
can help it. If you want to shut that voice up, ywave three
options for dealing with your agreement with yolfrse

1 | Lower your standards about your garage (youhaee done
that already). "So | have a crappy garage . ..canes?"
Keep the agreement—clean the garage.

At least put "Clean garage" on a "Someday/Mayibe
Then, when you review that list weekly and you dest
item, you can tell yourself, "Not this week." Thexttime
you walk by your garage, you won't hear a thingrimlly,
other than "Ha! Not this week."

2|
31

I'm quite sincere about this. It seems that ther@art of our
psyche that doesn't know the difference betweeagaeement
about cleaning the garage and an agreement abgingkacom-
pany. In there, they're both just agreements—keptaken. If
you're holding something only internally, it willeba broken
agreement if you're not moving on it in the moment.

The Radical Departure from Traditional Time Managem  ent

This method is significantly different from traditial time-
management training. Most of those models leavewituthe
impression that if something you tell yourself midn't that
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important, then it's not that important—to traclarmage, or deal
with. But in my experience that's inaccurate, asién terms of
how a less-than-conscious part of us operatéshtw our con-

scious mind operates, however, so every agreemgsitbra made
conscious. That means it must be captured, obpsttifand

reviewed regularly in full conscious awarenesshabyou can put
it where it belongs in your self-management aréfrthat doesn't
happen, it will actually take up a lot more psyohinergy than it
deserves.

In my experience, anything that is held only inytglsc
RAM" will take up either more or less attentionrthideserves.
The reason to collect everything is not that evéngt is equally
important, it's that it'siot. Incompletions, uncollected, take on a
dull sameness in the sense of the pressure thajecaad the
attention they tie up.

How Much Collection Is Required?

You'll feel better collectingnythingthat you haven't collected yet.
When you say to yourself, "Oh, that's right, | néadet butter
next time I'm at the store," and you write it oruygrocery list,
you'll feel better. When you remember, "I've gotati my banker
about the trust fund,” and you write that down splange where
you know you'll see it when you're at a phone, liytegl better.
But there will be a light-year's difference wheruyknow you
have itall.

When will you know how much you have left in yowal to
collect? Only when there's nothing left. If somé payou is even
vaguely aware that you don't have it all, you caally know what
percentage you have collected. How will you knowewlthere's
nothing left? When nothing else shows up as a meniim your
mind.

This doesn't mean that your mind will be emptyydti're
conscious, your mind will always be focusing on sthiimg. But if
it's focusing on only one thing at a time, withalistraction,
you'll be in your "zone."
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| suggest that you use your mind to thaloutthings, rather
than thinkof them. You want to baddingvalue as you think
about projects and people, not simply remindingryelfi they
exist. To fully realize that more productive plagey will need to
capture it all. It takes focus and a change ofthalirain yourself
to recognize and download even the smallest agrasmeth
yourself as they're created in your mind. Doing ¢l#ection
process as fully as you can, and then incorporttiedpehavior of
capturing all the new things as they emerge, veileinpowering
and productive.

When Relationships and Organizations
Have the Collection Habit

What happens when everyone involved on a team—Aramla
riage, in a department, on a staff, in a familya icompany—can
be trusted not to let anything slip through thecks& Frankly,
once you've achieved that, you'll hardly think aheliether peo-
ple are dropping the ball anymore-—there will becmbigger
things to occupy your attention.

But if communication gaps are still an issue, tiselikely
some layer of frustration and a general nervousngbse culture.
Most people feel that without constant baby-sittargl hand-
holding, things could disappear in the system hed blow up at
any time. They don't realize that they're feelihgs tbecause
they've been in this situation so consistently thay relate to
it as if it were a permanent law, like gravitydtiesn't have to be
that way.

| have noticed this for years. Good people who titircor-
porated these behaviors come into my environmemnt,they
stick out like a sore thumb. I've lived with thargiards of clear
psychic RAM and hard, clean edges on in-basketmfoe than
two decades now. When a note sits idle in someaméasket
unprocessed, or when he or she nods "yes, | wil'Gonversation
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but doesn't write anything down, my "uh-oh" befigs. This is

unacceptable behavior in my world. There are migtdeb fish to

fry than worrying about leaks in the system.

| need to trust that any request or relevant infor-

Balingwaterina  mation | put on a voice-mail, in an e-mail, in an€o
leaky boat diverts - yersation, or in a written note will get into théher
energy from rowing person's system and that it will be processed and
the boat. organized, soon, and available for his or her ve\ds

an option for action. If the recipient is managing

voice-mails but not e-mail and paper, | have noend@gamstrung

to use only his or her trusted medium. That shbeldinaccept-

able behavior in any organization that cares abather things

happen with the least amount of effort.

When change is required, there must be trust tieainitia-
tives for that change will be dealt with appropiat Any intact
system will ultimately be only as good as its wesakimk, and
often that Achilles' heel is a key person's dutiEgponsiveness to
communications in the system.

| especially notice this when | walk around orgations
where in-baskets are either nonexistent, or oweirfip and obvi-
ously long unprocessed. These cultures usuallgrsiaffm serious
"interruptitis" because they can't trust puttingnoounications
into the system.

Where cultures do have solid systems, down thrabgh
level of paper, the clarity is palpable. It's hgrelven a conscious
concern, and everyone's attention is more focuBee.same is
true in families that have instituted in-baskets+tfte parents,
the children, the nanny, the housekeeper, or angtsee with
whom family members frequently interact. Peoplermfgrimace
when | tell them that my wife, Kathryn, and | phings in each
other's in-baskets, even when we're sitting withifew feet of
each other; to them it seems "cold and mechaniéaide from
being an act of politeness intended to avoid iofging the
other's work in progress, the practice actuallyefssmore warmth
and freedom between us, because mechanical thiadming
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handled in the system instead of tying up our &ibenn the
relationship.

Unfortunately, you can't legislate personal systdfasryone
must have his or her own way to deal with what he o
she has to deal with. You can, however, hold psOrganizations must
accountable for outcomes, and for tracking and create aculture in
aging everything that comes their way. And you Whichitis
give them the information in this book. Then acceptable that
least, they'll have no excuse for letting sometrt €erone has more
through the cracks. to do than he or she

This doesn't mean that everyone has tcca:.‘ io.’ténd " ;
everything. | hope | have described a way to relb\rlven'zg;ti:esage °
our relatively new knowledge-based world that ¢ agreements aboLt
room for everyone to have a lot more to do thawr ;. everyone is
she can do. The critical issue will be to facilitate y 4ying.
constant renegotiation process with all involved, s
they feel OK about what they're not doing. That's
real knowledge work, at a more sophisticated |&ed.there's lit-
tle hope of getting there without having bulletgroollection
systems in play. Remember, you can't renegotiategegement
with yourself that you can't remember you made. #od cer-
tainly can't renegotiate agreements with others yha've lost
track of.

When groups of people collectively adopt the 10 eat
collection standard, they have a tight ship ta #ailoesn't mean
they're sailing in the right direction, or eventthi@ey're on the
right ship; it just means that the one they'reiorihe direction
it's going, is doing that with the most efficienieegy it can.
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The Power of the
Next-Action Decision

I HAVE A personal mission to make "What's the raetion?" part of
the global thought process. | envision a world mcl no meet-
ing or discussion will end, and no interaction egagithout a

clear determination of whether or not some act®ndeded—
and if it is, what it will be, or at least who hasponsibility for it.

| envision organizations adopting a standard thgthrang that

lands in anyone's “ten acres" will be evaluateca@ion required,
and the resulting decisions managed appropridtsggine the
freedom that would allow to focus attention on leiggsues and
opportunities.

Over the years | have noticed an extraordinary

Whenaculture  shift in energy and productivity whenever individu-
adopts "What'sthe als and groups installed "What's the next action®"
nextaction?’asa 5 fyndamental and consistently asked question. As
standard operating. sjmple as the query seems, it is still somewhat tar

query, there's an
automatic increase

find it fully operational where it needs to be.
One of the greatest challenges you may

in energy, .
roductivty, clariy encounter is that once you have gotten used to
an focus ' ' "What's the next action?" for yourself and those
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around you, interacting with people who aren't ask-
ing it can be highly frustrating. It clarifies tiga so
quickly that dealing with people and environmehts tlon't use
it can seem nightmarish.
We are all accountable to define what, if anything,are
committed to make happen as we engage with ourselne
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others. And at some point, for any outcome thahaxe an inter-
nal commitment to complete, we must make the detiabout
the next physical action required. There's a giiff@rence, how-
ever, between making that decision when things shpvand
doing it when theylow up.

The Source of the Technique

| learned this simple but extraordinary next-acttechnique
twenty years ago from a longtime friend and managém
consulting mentor of mine, Dean Acheson (no refatio the
former secretary of state). Dean had spent may yeiars con-
sulting with executives and researching what wasired to free
the psychic logjams of many of them about projents situations
they were involved in. One day he just startedipgkip each
individual piece of paper on an executive's deskfarting him to
decide what the very next thing was that he hatbtto move it
forward. The results were so immediate and so prafdor the
executive that Dean continued for years to pedauethodology
using that same question to process the in-baSkete then
both of us have trained and coached thousandsopfep@ith this
key concept, and it remains a foolproof technidfueever fails to
greatly improve both the productivity and the peatenind of

the user to determine what the next physical adahat will

move something forward.

Creating the Option of Doing

How could something so simple be so powerful—"Whtie
next action?"

To help answer that question, | invite you to riévisr a
moment your mind-sweep list (see page 113). Graat to think
about all the projects that are probably sittinguaud in your
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psyche. Do you have a sense that they haven'trbeeing along
as consistently and productively as they couldYaa®?ll probably
admit that yes, indeed, a few have been a littléshick.”

If you haven't known for sure whether you needethatie a
call, send an e-mail, look up something, or buyitam at the
store as the very next thing to move on, it hdseén getting
done. What's ironic is that it would likely requialy about ten
seconds of thinking to figure out what the nextactvould be
for almost everything on your list. But it's tert@eds of thinking
that most people haven't done about most thindglseinlist.

For example, a client will have something like€st on a
list.

| then ask, "What's that about?"

He responds, "Well, | need new tires on my car."

"So what's the next action?"

At that point the client usually wrinkles up hisdbead,
ponders for a few moments, and expresses his cim@idWell, |
need to call a tire store and get some prices."

That's about how much time is required to decidatine
"doing" would look like on almost everything. fist the few sec-
onds of focused thinking that most people haveyedtdone
about most of their stuff.

It will probably be true, too, that the person wieeds tires
on his car has had that on his radar for quiteikewtis also likely
that he's been at a phone hundreds of times, wfthnenough
time and/or energy only to make just such a callywidn't he
make it? Because in that state of mind, the lasg)tim the world
he felt like doing was considering all his projeieluding get-
ting tires, and what their next actions were. wsthmoments he
didn't feel like thinking at all.

What he needed was to have already figured thasgsth
out. If he gets that next-action thinking donenthehen he hap-
pens to have fifteen minutes before a meeting, wiffhone at
hand, and his energy at about 4.2 out of 10, héotdnat the list
of options of things to do and be delighted to"€&adl tire store
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for prices" on it. "That's something | can do awdn¢The secret of
plete successfully!" he'll think, and then he'tuatly begetting ahead is
motivated to make the call, just to experience"tig" 9¢tting started.
of completing something useful in the time and gy e secret of
window he's in. In this context he'd be incapakf9eting startedis
starting a large proposal draft for a client, bat Ha°"e2ing your
sufficient resources for punching phone numbers
getting simple information quickly. It's highly frable
that at some point soon hel'll look at the new Béitas
on his car and feel on top of the world. and then starting

Defining what real doing looks like, on the m . e first one.
basic level, and organizing placeholder remin_y .k Twain
that we can trust, are master keys to productivity
enhancement.

These are learnable techniques, and ones thatweooa
tinue to get better at.

Often even the simplest things are stuck becaudeawen't
made a final decision yet about the next actiompRein my
seminars often have things on their lists like "&étine-up for
the car." Is "Get a tune-up" a next action? Noesslyou're walk-
ing out with wrench in hand, dressed for grease.

"So, what's the next action?"

"Uh, | need to take the car to the garage. Oh, Vaated to
find out if the garage can take it. | guess | nieechll the garage
and make the appointment.”

"Do you have the number?"

"Darn, no ... | don't have the number for the gar&ged
recommended that garage to me, and | don't have
the number. | knew something was missing in th Withouta next
equation.” action, there

And that's often what happens with so rrremansa
things for so many people. We glance at the pyPotentially infinite
and some part of us thinks, "l don't quite havette 92° between current
pieces between here and there.” We know somett s and whatyou
missing, but we're not sure what it is exactlyveajuit. need o do

complex
overwhelm ing
tasks into small
manageable tasks,
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"So, what's the next action?"

"I need to get the number. | guess | could gebinfFred.”

"Do you have Fred's number?"

"I have Fred's number!"

So the next action really is "Call Fred for the fugmof the
garage."

Did you notice how many steps had to be trackedk bac
before we actually got to the real next action lois project?
That's typical. Most people have many things jik& that on
their lists.

Why Bright People Procrastinate the Most

It's really the smartest people who have the highesber of
undecided things in their lives and on their lisééhy is that?
Think of how our bodies respond to the images wd hroour

minds. It appears that the nervous system cahthéetlifference
between a well-imagined thought and reality.

To prove this to yourself, picture yourself walkirnigto a

supermarket and going over to the brightly lit thamd-vegetable
section. Are you there? OK, now go to the citrussbi-oranges,
grapefruits, lemons. Now see the big pile of yell®mons.

There's a cutting board and a knife next to theakeTone of
those big yellow lemons and cut it in half. Smiedittcitrus smell!
Its really juicy, and there's lemon juice trickjinonto

Bright people have the board. Now take a half lemon and that in half,
the capability of SO you have a quarter lemon wedge in your hands.
freaking out faster OK, now—remember how you did this as a kid?—

and more put that quarter of a lemon in your mouth and bite
dramatically than  jnto it! Scrunch!
anyone else. If you played along with me, you probably
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noticed that the saliva content in your mouth
increased at least a bit. Your body was actuafipgrto process
citric acid! And it was just in your mind.
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If your body responds to the pictures you givlaty are you
likely to feel physically when you think about, saping your
taxes? Are you sending yourself "easy," "let's gortipletion, suc-
cess, and "I'm a winner!" pictures? Probably not.j&st that rea-
son, what kinds of people would logically be thestrmesistant to
being reminded about a project like that—that isowwould pro-
crastinate the most? Of course, it would be thet rosative,
sensitive, and intelligent people! Because theirsise
tivity gives them the capability of producing inett1am an old man
minds lurid nightmare scenarios about what nand have known a
be involved in doing the project, and all the nizg9reat many
consequences that might occur if it weren't doretroubles, but most
fectly! They just freak out in an instant and quit! ~ ©f them never

Who doesn't procrastinate? Often it's the inser happened.
sitive oafs who just take something and start plos™Ma™
ding forward, unaware of all the things that cogd
wrong. Everyone else tends to get hung up about all
kinds of things.

Do my taxes? Oh, no! It's not going to be that elisygoing
to be different this year, I'm sure. | saw the ferrthey look dif-
ferent. There are probably new rules I'm goingawehto figure
out. | might have to read all that damn materiahg.form, short
form, medium form? File together, file separate?IMgeobably
want to claim deductions, but if we do we'll hawdoaick them up,
and that means we'll need all the receipts. OhGog—I don't
know if we really have all the receipts we'd nead what if we
didn't have all the receipts but we claimed theuddns anyway
and we got audited? Audited? Oh, no—the IRS—JAIL!

And so a lot of people put themselves in jail, glahcing at
their 1040 tax forms. Because they're so smargjtsen and cre-
ative. In my many years of coaching individualss {mattern has
been borne out more times than | can count—usuishthe
brightest and most sophisticated folks who haventbst stuck
piles, in their offices, homes, and heads. Moshefexecutives |
work with have at least several big, complex, ambighous
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projects stacked either on a credenza or on a hefath There
always seem to be hobgoblin thoughts lurking ingiden—
"If
Ceasing negative  we don't look at or think about the projects, maybe
imaging will always they'll stay quiet!"
cause your energy So what's the solution? There's always having a
o increase. drink. Numb it out. Dumb it down. Notice what
happens to many people when they get a little alco-
hol on the brain. It should drop their energy imme-
diately, because it's a depressant; often, thahgtenergy lifts, at
least initially. Why? The alcohd$ depressing something—it's
shutting down the negative self-talk and uncomfdeavisions
that are going on in these folks' minds. Of comngeenergy will
increase if | stop depressing myself with overwliednpictures of
not handling something successfully. But the numibsolutions
are temporary at best. The "stuff* doesn't go avagl unfortu-
nately, when we numb ourselves out, we can't deléctively—
the source of inspiration and enthusiasm and persmergy also
seems to get numbed.

Intelligent Dumbing Down
There is another solution: intelligently dumbingaaioyour brain
by figuring out the next action. You'll invarialdigel a relieving of
pressure about anything you have a commitmentangghor do,
when you decide on the very next physical actiajuired to
move it forward. Nothing, essentially, will changi
No matter how bigthe world. But shifting your focus to something ttha
and tough a your mind perceives as a doable, completeable task
problem may be, Will create a real increase in positive energyedtion,
get rid of confusionand motivation. If you truly captured all the thing
by taking one little that have your attention during the mind-sweep, go

step toward through the list again now and decide on the single
solution. Do very next action to take on every one of them. d¢oti
something. what happens to your energy.

—George You are either attracted or repelled by the things

F. on your lists; there isn't any neutral territoryauvare
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either positively drawn toward completing the atta reluctant
to think about what it is and resistant to gettimgplved in it.
Often it's simply the next-action decision that emkhe differ-
ence between the two extremes.

In following up with people who have taken my
seminars or been coached by my colleagues oEverything on your
I've discovered that one of the subtler ways maiists and in your
them fall off the wagon is in letting their actidistsStacks is efther
grow back into lists of tasks or subprojects indtetaractve or
discrete next actions. They're still ahead of npss "ePulsive toyou—
ple because they're actually writing things dowu]ttheresnohneu,tral
they often find themselves stuck, and procrasfxggt\:)vyz:r'tswﬁ
ing, because they've allowed their action listhao- '
bor items like:

"Meeting with the banquet committee”™
"Johnny's birthday"

"Receptionist"

"Slide presentation”

In other words, things have morphed back into fsteks
instead of staying at the action level. There areclear next
actions here, and anyone keeping a list filled wéms like this
would send his or her brain into overload everyetihe/she
looked at it.

Is this extra work? Is figuring out the n Youcanonlycure
action on your commitments additional effort retail butyou can
expend that you don't need to? No, of course fiPrevent wholesale.
you need to get your car tuned, for instance, gcErock Chisoim
going to have to figure out that next action at som
point anyway. The problem is that most people wado it until
the next action is "Call the Auto Club for tow tkili¢

So when do you think most people really make afitheir
next-action decisions about their stuff-—when ibwh up, or
when it blows up? And do you think there might leifeerence
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in the quality of their lives if they handled thisowledge work
on the front end instead of the back? Which dothink is the
more efficient way to move through life—deciding
Avoiding action  next actions on your projects as soon as they appea
decisions untilthe  on your radar screen and then efficiently grouping
pressure of the last them into categories of actions that you get done i
minute creates Uge certain uniform contexts, or avoiding thinking abou
inefiicencies and \yhat exactly needs to be done untihisto be done,
unnecessary sess. then nickel-and-diming your activities as you ty t
catch up and put out the fires?
That may sound exaggerated, but when | ask grdupsos
ple to estimate when most of the action decisioasngade in
their companies, with few exceptions they say, "Whkigings
blow up." One global corporate client surveyedpitgulation
about sources of stress in its culture, and thebeurane com-
plaint was the last-minute crisis work consistepifgmoted by
team leaders who failed to make appropriate dewsan the
front end.

The Value of a Next-Action
Decision-Making Standard

| have had several sophisticated senior executelesne that
installing "What's the next action?" as an operatictandard in
their organizations was transformative in termsmafasurable
performance output. It changed their culture peen#y and
significantly for the better.

Why? Because the question forces clarity, accoulityab
productivity, and empowerment.

Clarity

Too many discussions end with only a vague seraeptople
know what they have decided and are going to dowithout

a clear conclusion that thassa next action, much less what it is

244



CHAPTER 12 | THE POWER OF THE NEXT-ACTION DECISION

or who's got it, more often than not a lot of "Btgkts left up in
the air.
| am frequently asked to facilitate meetings. laarned the
hard way that no matter where we are in the coatiers twenty
minutes before the agreed end-time of the disaudsiaust force
the question: "So what's the next action hereMyrexperience,
there is usually twenty minutes' worth of clarifyifand some-
times tough decisions) still required to come ughan answer.
This is radical common sense—radical because @noft
com-
pels discussion at deeper levels than people anéodable with.
"Are we serious about this?" "Do we really know wiva're doing
here?" "Are we really ready to allocate precioometand resources
to this?" It's very easy to avoid these more reielavels of think-
ing. What prevents those issues from slipping aintty amor-
phous "stuff" is forcing the decision about thetraxtion. Some
further conversation, exploration, deliberationd aregotiation
are often needed to put the topic to rest. Thedniertoo unpre-
dictable these days to permit assumptions abou Talk does not cook
comes: we need to take responsibility for morice.
things to clarity. —Chinese
You have to have some experience of this to
really know what | mean here. If you do, you're
probably saying to yourself, "Yes!" If you're notrs
what I'm talking about, | suggest that in your reeting with
anyone, you end the conversation with the questi®mwhat's
the next action here?" Then notice what happens.

Accountability

The dark side of "collaborative cultures" is thieraly they foster
to holding anyone responsible for having the baine or
yours?" is unfortunately not in the common vocatyute many
such organizations. There is a sense that thatdwaiimpolite.
"We're all in this together" is a worthy sentimenif seldom a
reality in the hard-nosed day-to-day world of wdrko many meet-
ings end with a vague feeling among the playerssityaething
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ought to happen, and the hope that it's not trexisgnal job to
make it so.

The wayl see it, what's truly impolite is allowing people to
walk away from discussions unclear. Real "togetbssh of a
group is reflected by the responsibility that akkeé for defining
the real things to do and the specific people assigo do them,
so everyone is freed of the angst of still-undetigtions.

Again, if you've been there, you'll know what I'alking
about. If you haven't, test it out—take a smak asd ask "So
what's the next action on this?" at the end of e#atussion point
in your next staff meeting, or in your next "famdgnversation"
around the dinner table.

Productivity

Organizations naturally become more productive winey

model and train front-end next-action decision-mgkiFor all

the reasons mentioned above, determining the estjpinysical

allocation of resources necessary to make something

There are risks andhappen as soon as the outcome has been clarified wi
costs to a program produce more results sooner, and with less effort.
of action, but they Learning to break through the barriers of the
arefarlessthan - gophjsticated creative thinking that cémeeze
the long-range ' 5 ctivity—that is, the entangled psychic webs we
risks and costs of gy s a superior skill. "Productivity” has been
touted for decades as a desirable thing to impirove
organizations. Anything that can help maximize
output will do that. But in the world of knowledge
work, all the computers and telecom improvements
and leadership seminars on the planet will make no
difference in this regard unless the individualliged increase
their operational responsiveness. And that requtriggking
about something that lands in your wolefforeyou have to.
One of the biggest productivity leaks | have seesame
organizations is the lack of next actions deteruhifoe "long-
term" projects. "Long-term" does not mean "Somddaybe."

comfortable
inaction.
—John
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Those projects with distant goal lines are stillbi Productivity wil
done as soon as possible; "long-term” simply m improve only when
"more action steps until it's done," not "no neeindividuals increase
decide next actions because the day of reckonirsgher operational
far away." When every project and open loop il"®SPONSIVeness.

organization is being monitored, it's a whole nesdiA" In knowledge
work, that means

ame.
g clarifying actions on
E the front end
mpowerment instead of the back.

Perhaps the greatest benefit of adopting the next-
action approach is that it dramatically increasagy

ability to make things happen, with a concomitase in your
self-esteem and constructive outlook.

People are constantly doing things, but usually eviien
they have to, under fire from themselves or othEngy get no
sense of winning, or of being in control, or of pemting among
themselves and with their world. People are stgrfam those
experiences.

The daily behaviors that define the things thatiacem-
plete and the moves that are needed to complete thest
change. Getting things going of your own accordoigeyou're
forced to by external pressure and internal stims#is a firm
foundation of self-worth that will spread into eyespect of your
life. You are the captain of your own ship; the engou act from
that perspective, the better things will go for you

Asking "What's the next action?" undermines thdimic
mentality. It presupposes that there is a podsilafichange, and
that there is something you can do to make it happleat is the
assumed affirmation in the behavior. And theseskofd'assumed
affirmations” often work more fundamentally to loud positive
self-image than can repeating "I am a powerfukatiife person,
making things happen in my life!" a thousand times.

Is there too much complaining in your culture? Hest
time someone moans about something, try askingwtg&d's the
next action?" People will complain only about somieg that
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they assume could be better than it currently lie dction ques-
tion forces the issue. If it can be changed, the@ne action that
will change it. If it can't, it must be considerpdrt of
People are always the landscape to be incorporated in strategy aod ta
blaming their tics. Complaining is a sign that someone isn'tingll
circumstances for tg risk moving on a changeable situation, or won't
Wha“he_y ar?-' consider the immutable circumstance in his or her
dontbelievein  plans, This is a temporary and hollow form of self-
circumstances. The validation.
people who get on Although my colleagues and | rarely promote
in this world are . . .
our work in this way, | notice people really empowe
the people who get . .
up and look for the ing themselves every day as we coach them in apply-
) ing the next-action technique. The light in theje®
circumstances they . . . . o
want, and, if they and the lightness in their step increase, and #ivaos

cantfind them,  SPark shows up in their thinking and demeanor. We

- make them. are all already powerful, but deciding on and effec
—George Benard tively managing the physical actions required to
Shaw move things forward seems to exercise that power in
ways that call forward the more positive aspects of
our nature.

When you start to make things happen, you realiyrbm
believe that you can make things happen. thadimakes things
happen.
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The Power of Outcome Focusing

THE POWER OF directing our mental and imaginatik@egsses to
create change has been studied and promoted isaids! of
contexts—from the early "positive thinking" booksrecent dis-
coveries in advanced neurophysiology.

My own interest has been in applying of the prifecim
terms of practical reality: Does it help get thimlgsie? And if so,
how do we best utilize it in managing the work of tives? Can
we really use this information in ways that allow/to produce
what we want to have happen with less effort? Tisvar has
been a resounding yes.

Focus and the Fast Track

Over the years | have seen the application of teéhod pre-
sented in this book create profound results fopleein their day-
to-day worlds. As you begin to use it habituallyyasr primary
means of addressing all situations—from processingils, to
buying a house or a company, to structuring megtnghaving
conversations with your kids—your personal prodiigtican go
through the roof.

Many of the professionals | have worked with whtein
grated this method now find themselves experienemtganced
or even new jobs and careers. These processasweal in the
arena of the ordinary things we must deal withydathe stuff
of
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our work. When you demonstrate to yourself andtt®s an
increasing ability to get things done "in the tiees" you proba-
bly won't stay in the same trench for very longi$ been inspiring
for me to learn and coach others how to deal iighitnmediate
realities down where the rubber hits the road—aowl to tie in

the power of positive imagery to practical expesénin all our
daily lives.

The "fast track" alluded to in the section headibgve is a
bit of misnomer. For some, slowing down, gettingafuithe squir-
rel cage, and taking care of themselves may bejer change
precipitated by this methodology. The bottom lé imakes you
more conscious, more focused, and more capahieptéinenting
the changes and results you want, whatever they are

"Create a way to regularly spend more time withdaygh-
ter" is as specific a project as any, and equaliyahding of a next
action to be determined. Having the vague, gnawamgse that
you "should" do something about your relationshithwour
daughter, and not actually doing anything, can kidlex. | often
work with clients who are willing to acknowledgestteal things
of their lives at this level as "incompletes"—taitenthem down,
define real projects about them, and ensure thdtawions are
decided on—until the finish line is crossed. Thatial productiv-
ity, perhaps in its most awesome manifestation.

The Significance of Applied Outcome Thinking

What | want to emphasize now is how learning tacpss the
details of our work and lives with this clear ansistent system

*Of course, the people who ameostattracted to implementinGetting Things
Doneare usually already on a self-development track gordt assume that
they'll be doing the same thing a year from now thay're doing now, any-
way. But they love the fact that this method geésritthere faster and more
easily.
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can affect others and ourselves in significant wagsnay not
expect.

As I've said, employing next-action decisiDefining specific
making results in clarity, productivity, accountipjPprojects and next
and empowerment. Exactly the same results h;?ctions thataddress
when you hold yourself to the discipline of idey™a qualiy-of
ing the real results you want and, more specifi'™® 1SS
the projects you need to define in order to proigoseusctt'wtyat
them. '

It's all connected. You can't really define the
right action until you know the outcome, and youtcome is dis-
connected from reality if you're not clear abouttwou need to
do physically to make it happen. You can get &bin either
direction, and you must, to get things done.

As an expert in whole-brain learning and good flief
mine, Steven Snyder, put it, "There are only twabfams in life:
(1) you know what you want, and you don't know hovget it;
and/or (2) you don't know what you want." If thatise (and |
think it is) then there are only two solutions:

* Make it up.
» Make it happen.

This can be construed from the modelsWe are constantly
yinfyang, right brain/left brain, creator/destroyecreatingand
or whatever equivalent works best for you. MUfiling.
truth is, our energy as human beings seems to lsave
dualistic and teleological reality—we create aneniafy with
things that aren't real yet on all the levels wpesience; and
when we do, we recognize how to restructure oureatiworld
to morph it into the new one, and experience areiogpto make
it so.

Things that have your attention need ydntention
engaged. "What does this mean to me?" "Why isr¢’We'What
do | want to have be true about this?" ("What'sshecessful
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Life affordsno  outcome?") Everything you experience as incomplete
higher pleasure  must have a reference point for "complete."
than that of Once you've decide that there is something
surmounting {9 pe changed and a mold to fill, you ask yourself,
difficulties, passingnpyawy do | now make this happen?” and/or "What
from one step of ashurces do | need to allocate to make it happen?”
success o another, /b ats the next action?”).
: . Your life and work are made up of outcomes and
wishes and seeing . . . .
them gratified. actions. When your operational behavior is grooved
_br. to organize everything that comes your way, at all
samuell€vels, based upon those dynamics, a deep align-
ment occurs, and wondrous things emerge. You be-
come highly productive. You make things up, and yake them
happen.

forming new

The Magic of Mastering the Mundane

My clients often wonder how | can sit with thentheir offices,

often for hours on end, as they empty the drawktiseir desks
and painstakingly go through the minutiae of sttt they have
let accumulate in their minds and their physicalcsp Aside from
the common embarrassment they feel about the voafrtreesir

irresponsibly dealt-with details, they assume luthde bored to
tears. Quite the contrary. Much to my own surpliged it to be

some of the most engaging work | do with -peoplendw the

release and relief and freedom that sit on ther gile of dealing
with these things. | know that we all need practioel support
and a strong, clear focus to get through them| watihave the
built-in standards and behaviors we need to engithehem as
they demand. | know how significant a change tipesgple may
experience in their relationships with their bosesir partners,
their spouses, their kids, and themselves ovendixefew hours
and (we hope) days and years.

It's not boring. It's some of the best work we do.
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I'm in the focus business. As a consultant andhgoac

Multilevel Outcome Management The
| ask simple questions that often elicit very dxexmary high-level
and intelligent responses from others (and idealistic focusto
myselfl), which can in turn add value to the sitorathe mundane
and work at hand. People aren't any smarter actviy oflfe. Inthe
they work with me than they were before—they " ey require the
direct and utilize their intelligence more produely. same thinking.

What's unique about the practical focusGdtting Things
Doneis the combination of effectiveness and efficietieyt these
methods can bring to every level of your realitiiefie are lots of
inspirational sources for the high-level "purposaues, vision"
kind of thinking, and many more mundane tools fettigg hold
of smaller details such as phone numbers and apperis and
grocery lists. The world has been rather barrewgeher, of prac-
tices that relate equally to both levels, andhent together.

"What does this mean to me?" "What do | want
to have be true about it?" "What's the next Anidealistbelieves
required to make that happen?" These are the ethatthe shortrun
stone questions we must answer, at some pointt doesntcount A
everything. This thinking, and the tools that sup©nic believesthe

it, will serve you in ways you may not yet imagine, ~0ng run doesnt
matter. A realist

believes that what
is done or left
undone in the short

. . . .. run determines the
The value of all this natural project planning hattltIong un.

provides an integrated, flexible, aligned way toK _gjgney;.
through any situation.

Being comfortable with challenging the pur-
pose of anything you may be doing is healthy antlireaBeing
able to "make up" visions and images of succefxebthe meth-
ods are clear, is a phenomenal trait to strengBeing willing to

The Power of Natural Planning
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have ideas, good or bad, and to express and cagtwkthem
without judgments is critical for fully accessingeative intelli-
gence. Honing multiple ideas and types of inforamathto com-
ponents, sequences, and priorities aimed towargeaiftc
outcome is a necessary mental discipline. And degidn and
taking real next actions—actually moving on sontahin the
physical world—are the essence of productivity.

Being able to bring all these ingredients togethveith
appropriate timing and balance, is perhaps the meajmponent
of professional competence for this new millenniut it's not
yet the norm in professional behavior; far fronits. still a daunt-
ing task to apply this awareness to all the aspdgtersonal and
professional life. But even when only portions lod iodel are
inserted, tremendous benefit ensues.

The feedback | have gotten over the years in mguting,
teaching, and coaching with this model has continaevalidate
that even the slightest increase in the use ofalgtlanning can
bring significant improvement. To see brainstormiagout
almost every aspect of their lives becoming a stah¢bol for
many people is terrific. To hear from executive®whve used the
model as a way to frame key meetings and discussio have
gotten great value from doing that, is gratifyitigall just affirms
that the way our minds naturally work is the wagttive should
focus to make anything happen in the physical world

The model is simply the basic principle of deteingnout-
comes and actions for everything we consider t@urework.
When those two key focus points become the norouinday-
to-day lives, the baseline for productivity movesahother level.
The addition of brainstorming—the most creative neaf
expressing and capturing ideas, perspectives, atailsdabout
projects—makes for an elegant set of behaviorstéying relaxed
and getting things done.



CHAPTER 13 | THE POWER OF OUTCOME FOCUSING

Shifting to a Positive Organizational Culture

It doesn't take a big change to increase the ptivdtystandards
of a group. | continually get feedback indicatihgttwith a little
implementation, this method immediately makes thihgppen
more quickly and more easily.

The constructive evaluation of activities, ass&ications,
communications, policies, and procedures againgioges and
intended outcomes has become increasingly crifmalevery
organization | know of. The challenges to our conips con-
tinue to mount, with pressures coming these dayw fylobali-
zation, competition, technology, shifting marke&sd raised
standards of performance and production.

"What do we want to have happen in this meetinyfPhat
is the purpose of this form?" "What would the idpatson for
this job be able to do?" "What do we want to acdampvith this
software?" These and a multitude of other, singlagstions are
still sorely lacking in many quarters. There's plesf talk in the
Big Meetings that sounds good, but learning to"s¢ky are we

doing this?" and "What will it look like when itdone successt

fully?" and to apply the answers at the day-to-dpgrational
level—thatis what will create profound results.

Empowerment naturally ensues for individuals ag theve
from complaining and victim modalities into outcosnand
actions defined for direction. When that becomesstandard in g
group, it creates significant improvement in thaasgphere as wel
as the output. There are enough other problemes tmhbcerned
with; negativity and passive resistance need toreally give way
to a focus on the desired results at the appregnatzons.

The microcosm of how people deal with their in-tedsk
e-mail, and conversations with others will be &fe in the
macro-reality of their culture and organization.bllls are
dropped, if decisions about what to do are resistethe front
end, if not all the open loops are managed respigntiat will be
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A vision without
ataskis buta
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
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magnified in the group, and the culture will sustai
stressful fire-and-crisis siege mentality. If, ione
trast, individuals are implementing the principtés
Getting Things Donethe culture will expect and
experience a new standard of high performance.
Problems and conflicts will not go away—they
remain inherent as you attempt to change (or main-
tain) anything in this world. The operational behav
iors of this book, however, will provide the focarsd
framework for addressing them in the most produc-
tive way.



Conclusion

| HOPE THIS book has been useful—that you haviedtt reap the
rewards of getting more done with less effort aness. And |

really hope you have tasted the freedom of a "mind likeexvand

the release of your creative energies that can edthehe appli-

cation of these techniques. Those who begin toe@mgpht these
methods always discover there's more here tharsnieeteye,
and you may have begun to experience your ownoveddithat.

I'l bet Getting Things Donbas validated much of what you
already know and have been doing to some degra®alj. Per-
haps, though, it will make it much easier for youapply that
common sense more systematically in a world thamseto
increasingly confound us with its intensity and pterity.

My intent is not to add more to the plethora of ewd
theories and models about how to be successfuvé lried,
on the contrary, to define the core methods that dbange with
the times, and which, when applied, always workelgravity,
when you understand the principle, you can opexdtg more
effectively, no matter what you're doing. Perh&jis is the Lead-
ing Edge of Back to Basics!

Getting Things Doné a road map to achieve the positive,
relaxed focus that characterizes your most prodeicitate. |
invite you to use it, like a road map, as a refegdnol to get back
there whenever you need to.

To consistently stay on course, you'll have toafoesthings
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that may not be habits yet: keep everything ouyafr head;

decide actions and outcomes when things first eenergyour

radar, instead of later; and regularly review apdate the com-
plete inventory of open loops of your life and wdrkope by now
you at least have established a reference poitihéovalue these
behaviors create. Don't be surprised, though, téikes a little

while to make them automatic. Be patient, and etfjeyprocess.
Here are some final tips for moving forward:

« Get your personal physical organization hardwatrepeGet
your workstation organized. Get in-baskets. Cragiersonal
filing system—for work and home. Get a good list-
management organizer that you are inspired tovithy | also
suggest that you give yourself permission to malkechanges
that you have been contemplating for enhancing yauk
environments. Hang pictures, buy pens, toss sadfrange
your work space. Support your fresh start.

* Set aside some time when you can tackle one whedech
your office, and then each part of your house. &ath
everything into your system, and work through@gting
Things Dongrocess.

« Share anything of value you've gleaned from thik s@meone
else. (It's the fastest way to learn.)

» ReviewGetting Things Donagain in three to six months.
You'll notice things you might have missed thet fiirse
through, and | guarantee it will seem like a whadg/ book.

» Stay in touch with people who are broadcastingrafteicting
these behaviors and standards. (We're availalgi. Vi
http://www.davidco.com anytime for tons of free gag
material, conversations about these best practoegnt



CONCLUSION

information about supportive products and serviard,access
to our global network of people sharing the beatfices in
productivity. For anything, contact us at The Da&ilbn
Company at info@davidco.com or 805-646-8432.)

Have a great rest of your life!
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