Getting Things Done

By David Allen

This book is a giant method of how to be productive and efficient, without being stressed out.  The goal is 1) to get all of the stuff you need to do and remember out of your head and into an external system that you can rely on, so your head isn’t trying to always do the remembering (namely, organized lists—a key value of this book), and 2) to get you to make decisions about your work right away.

Addressing the big “E” on the eye chart: do I think this would be helpful for you?  Yes.  If nothing else, you can walk away from this with a few nifty “tricks” about how to get things done more efficiently, with less stress, etc., if you don’t adapt the whole method.  I have outlined the major points and methods of the book so you can determine what would be helpful for you to implement on a day-to-day basis.

Basic requirements of managing commitments:

1) If something is on your mind, it must be captured into a trusted system outside your mind that you know you’ll come back to regularly and sort through

2) Clarify exactly what your commitment is, and what you have to do, if anything, to make progress toward fulfilling it.

3) Once you’ve decided on an action, you must keep reminders of them organized in a system you’ll review regularly.

A few key points:

· If your organization efforts are to be successful, you need to gather everything that requires thinking, and then do that thinking.

· The key to managing all your stuff is managing all your actions.

Managing Actions:

Two ways: Vertical & Horizontal

Horizontal: all of the activities you are involved in

Vertical: thinking up and down the track of individual topics (AKA project planning)


Horizontal: 5 stages to dealing with work:

1) Collect the things that demand your attention: your “stuff”

-Includes all of those “needs” “oughts” “shoulds” 

-Put all your “stuff” in certain “collection buckets” which include in-baskets, email, notes, etc.

-Empty your collection bucket regularly

* See Implementation below for reminders of what your stuff is and a more detailed layout of how to capture it all

2) Process what that “stuff” means and what to do about it














Multistep projects











3) Organize results

Types of lists/materials you’ll want to follow this diagram (can be kept in files, planners, or in digital form, i.e. Outlook’s tasks)

-“Projects” list (anything that requires more than 1 action step, organized by priority, size or urgency).  Projects can be sub-sorted if necessary into categories such as: Personal/Professional, Delegated Projects, and Types of Projects.

-“Next actions” list (to be done ASAP)

 -Can be subdivided into categories based on context:

-“Calls” 

-“At computer” 

-“Errands”

-“At home”

-“Read/review”

-“Agendas” (things to talk to others about organized by person or meeting—i.e., you might have a “Grace Agenda” for things you need to talk to Grace about, and a “Tuesday Leader meeting Agenda” for things you want to bring up then.)




-“Waiting for” list (things you’re waiting for others to do)

-Calendar (time and day specific actions and info) Can also be used for:





-Triggers for activating projects





-Events you might want to participate in





-Decision catalysts

-“Someday/Maybe” list (things you can’t move on now, but don’t want to forget about) Categories might include:


-Things to get or build for your home


-Hobbies to take up


-Skills to learn


-Creative expressions to explore


-Trips to take


-Organizations to join


-Service projects to contribute to


-Things to see and do

-File system (digital and physical) for reference material and project material organized in ABC order by person, company, topic or project

4) Review options 

Order to review lists:





-Calendar





-Next Actions





-Projects





-Waiting for

-Someday/Maybe

Do a Weekly Review at least once weekly, recommended at the end of the week:





-Gather all stuff & process






Ways to gather:







-Gather all loose papers







-Process any notes

 -Review past calendar dates for action items

  -Look at upcoming calendar events for prep and arrangements which need to be made

-Empty your head of any outstanding items not recorded

-Review lists: Projects, Next Actions, Waiting For, any relevant checklists, Someday/Maybe list, and any Pending and Support files





-Review your system


-Update lists

5) Do (choosing the action of the moment)

Three models to determine your work at the moment:


1) Fourfold model: based on

1) Context (at computer, by a phone, etc.)

2) Time available

3) Energy available

4) Priority

2) Threefold model

1) Doing predefined work

2) Doing work as it shows up

3) Defining your work

3) Six-level model for reviewing work & priorities

1) Current actions

2) Current Projects

3) Areas of responsibility

4) 1-2 year goals

5) 3-5 year vision 

6) life

 
Vertical Action Management: Project planning Model

1) Define purpose and principles (the why and the standards & values of the project)

2) Outcome visioning (A clear picture of what success looks like)

3) Brainstorming (the how to capture your ideas)  

-Some guidelines for brainstorming:


-Don’t judge, challenge, evaluate or criticize


-Go for quantity not quality


-Put analysis and organization in the background

4) Organizing

-Guidelines for organizing:


-Identify the significant pieces


-Sort by (one or more)



-Components



-Sequences



-Priorities


-Detail to the required degree

5) Identifying next actions (decide on next actions for all of the moving parts of a project, and the planning process if necessary)

Other important points:
· Don’t use project support material for reminding.  Put it on your actions list.

· Write things down as you brainstorm and plan (use a Palm Pilot, pen & paper, whiteboard, computer, or any software that allows you to outline, brainstorm etc.)  It helps your brain stay focused.

Implementation

To fully implement this method, the author recommends you set aside 2 days to process everything and capture all of your open loops.  He recommends setting up a space in your home (if you work outside home), a “space” in transit (briefcase, backpack, etc. with appropriate supplies) and not sharing space.  He recommends several tools for your workspace, all of which are fairly standard (paper, trays, pens/pencils, post its, binder clips, paper clips, calendar, trash, tape, etc.)  However, he does put extra emphasis on a filing system and an automatic labeler, which, he determines, is as essential as a stapler to an office.

To actually start that collection process to gather all of those open loops, he begins by suggesting you:

1) Search your physical environment and put anything open in your in basket, desk, drawers, countertops, cabinets, shelves, furniture, etc. (no processing or doing yet—just gather)

2) Mentally gather everything on your mind for which there is an open loop and put it in “in.”  If it’s helpful to you and you don’t mind using a lot of paper, he suggests writing every thought/call/etc. on a separate sheet of paper and putting it in “in.”

Professional trigger list to help gather all mental stuff:


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 call





Voice mail





Emails





Pages





Faxes





Letters





Memos


Other writing to finish/submit



Reports



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



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 skills to practice/learn, esp. re:




Computers



Tape/video training



Resumes



Outside education

Research—need to find out about…


Professional wardrobe

Personal Trigger list to help gather all mental stuff:


Projects started, not completed


Projects that need to be started


Commitments/promises to others



Spouse



Children



Family



Friends



Professionals




Borrowed items


Projects: other organizations



Service



Civic 



Volunteer


Communications to get/make



Family



Friends



Professional



Initiate or respond to:




Phone calls




Letters




Cards


Upcoming events



Special occasions



Birthdays



Anniversaries



Weddings



Graduations



Holiday



Travel



Weekend trips




Vacations



Social events



Cultural events



Sporting events


R&D—things to do



Places to go



People to meet/invite



Local attractions


Administration



Financial




Bills




Banks




Investment




Loans




Taxes



Insurance



Legal affairs



Filing


Waiting for…



Mail order



Repair



Reimbursements



Loaned items



Medical data



RSVPs


Home/Household



Landlords



Property ownership




Legal




Real estate




Zoning




Taxes




Builders/contractors



Heating/air conditioning



Plumbing



Electricity



Roofing



Landscape



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



Email/internet



TV



VCR



Music/CDs/Tapes



Cameras/film



Phones



Answering machine



Sports equipment



Closets/clothes



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
After you’ve collected all of this stuff in “in”, you should refer back to the chart above to process it all.  To get your inbox to empty you should:


1) Trash items you don’t need


2) Complete any less than 2-minute actions


3) Hand off to others what can be delegated

     4) Sort your own organizing system of reminders for actions that require more than 2 minutes


5) Identify any larger commitments (projects) you have

Some processing rules:



-Process the top item first



-Process one item at a time



-Never put anything back into “in”

The Key processing question:


What’s the next action?



This brings:





-Clarity





-Accountability





-Productivity





-Empowerment

Getting your email In-box to Empty


Getting your email inbox to empty will allow you to see what emails still need to be processed, like a blinking light on your answering machine.  The author suggests that in addition to the reference files you have set up in your email system (A29, SDSU, etc.), set up some folders to house any longer than two-minute emails you need to act on. He suggests using a symbol, such as @ as a prefix for these folders so that they will sit at the top in the navigation bar and will look different than the rest of your reference folders for emails.  This would look something like “@ACTION” and “@WAITING FOR”. 

Setting up a Tickler File (see processing diagram above)

The tickler file is like a 3-D version of a calendar, allowing you to hold physical reminders of things you want to see and review in the future. To set up a tickler file, you’ll need 43 folders, 31 daily files labeled with days “1” through “31” and 12 files labeled with the month names. Each day’s folder should be emptied into your in basket at the beginning of the day for your review and processing, and then moved behind the next monthly file, to represent that same day in the following month.  So, if today was Oct. 5, the tickler file system would look like so:
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Checklists


The Author also recommends making checklists of all variety to help you stay organized.  Your lists may include anything from “Things to take on a camping trip” to “Key People in my Life/Work,” as relationships to assess regularly.  You already have a pretty big, all encompassing one of Key Life Priorities and Roles.

Preventing Broken Agreements


The author asserts that often we feel negatively because we break agreements with ourselves (e.g.: when we don’t meet a goal we’ve set).  He recommends we:

1) Don’t make the agreement

2) Complete the agreement

3) Renegotiate the agreement

In Summary


I think there are two things you could begin doing immediately that would help you get more organized, get stuff off your plate, and decrease stress.  As things get piled on your plate: 1) Ask yourself, “What is the next action?”   I think in your case, I think it is probably important that you follow up this question with “Is it necessary that I deal with this?” in hopes that this would help you delegate more items.  Then, 2) abide by the two-minute rule: if something takes less than two minutes, do it right away. If it takes more, then put that on a list of things you need to do as soon as you have time, put it on your calendar, or delegate it. This amounts to basically following the processing model above with all of your work, emails, action items, etc. as they come in. I hope this helps….
Stuff





In-Basket





What is it?





Is it Actionable?





No





Yes





Trash





Someday/Maybe


Tickler file; hold for review





Reference material





What’s the next action?





Projects (planning)





Projects Plans


(Review for action)





Will it take less than 2 minutes?





Yes





No





Do it





Delegate it





Defer it





Waiting


(For someone else to do)





Calendar


(To do at a specific time)





Next Actions


(To do as soon as I can)














