Getting Things Done 

By David Allen

A Summary by Mark Tittley


Our biggest challenge is to manage all the commitments that we have and ensure that we exist in a state of productivity. David Allen suggests that the starting point is to capture all the things that need to get done into a logical and trusted system outside of your head and off your mind. This will ensure that you think about tasks and not of them.

To effectively manage commitments, David Allen suggests that we must:

1. Capture all the things that need to get done into a logical and trusted system outside of your head and off your mind. This will ensure that you think about tasks and not of them.
2. Clarify what your commitment to each responsibility is and what you need to do to make progress towards fulfilling it.

3. Once you have determined what actions you need to take you must keep reminders of them in a system that you review regularly.

To get you started, David Allen suggests that do the following:

1. Think of something that you need to do
2. Describe in a single sentence the intended successful outcome for the problem or situation 

3. Write down the very next physical action required to move the situation forward 

We cannot manage our time but we can manage our actions.

There are two dimensions to action management:
1. Horizontal – we keep track of all the diverse activities in which you are involved 

2. Vertical – we manage each project we are pursuing to successful complete it
The Five Stages of Mastering Workflow
1. Collect things that command our attention

2. Process what they mean and what to do about them

3. Organise the results, which we

4. Review as options for what we choose to

5. Do.

1. Collect

We must collect things that command our attention (anything personal or professional, big or little, that you think should be different than it currently is and that you have any level of internal commitment to changing).  

A. Get it all out of your head – nothing should be left in your mind.
B. Minimize your collection buckets – these could be physical in-baskets; writing paper and pads; electronic note taking; auditory capture (answering machines, voicemail, dictating equipment); email and high-tech devices (like computers or PDA’s).
C. Empty the buckets regularly – you must process the stuff that you have collected.
2. Process
This involves identifying what each item means and what you need to do about them. To get the collection bucket emptied you must process each item. You can ask the following questions:

A. What is it? 
We must identify what each item is, where it comes from and what our responsibility is.
B. Is it actionable? 
There are two possible answers to whether an item is actionable: YES or NO! 

(1) If the answer is No, you have three options:
(a) Trash – throw it away!
(b) Incubate – schedule it for future attention using a someday/maybe list or a tickler file (it is a system of 43 folders, made up of 31 Daily Files - for each day of the month; 12 Monthly Files; and with tomorrow's date at the front).
(c) reference (reference should be information that can be easily referred to when needed) – this should be filed in an A-Z filing system.
(2) If the answer is Yes, you must ask two follow up questions: 
(a) What project or outcome have you committed to?

Any item that requires more than one step to accomplish the desired outcome is a project and must be tracked using a ‘Projects’ list and reviewed each week to check for follow up actions that must be completed.

(b) What is the next action? 

The next action is the next physical, visible activity that need to be engaged in, in order to move the current reality toward completion. Once you have determined the next action, you have three choices:

* Do it – if the action will take less than two minutes it should be done right away.
* Delegate it – if it will take more than two minutes ask whether you are the right person to do it.
* Defer it – if it will take more than two minutes and you are the person who must act on it, you should defer it and act on it at a later stage.
3. Organize 
The results of your collecting and processing must be organised. For non actionable items the possible categories are trash, incubation tools and reference storage. For actionable items you will need a list of projects (these are things that require more than one action step), storage or files for project plans and materials, a calendar (time specific actions, day specific actions, day specific information), a list of reminders of next actions and a list of reminders of things you're waiting for (only review as often as they have to be in order to stop wondering about them).

4. Review
You must be able to review the whole picture of your life and work at appropriate intervals and appropriate levels. This involves being able to scan all the defined actions and options before you – to increase the effectiveness of the choices you make about what you are doing at any point in time.

So what should you review and when? Firstly, you project list, your next action list, your calendar and waiting for list should be reviewed. Secondly, a weekly review must be done - this is where you gather and process all your stuff, review your system, update your lists, and get clean, clear, current and complete.
5. Do 

The whole purpose of this workflow-management process is to help you make good choices about what you are doing at any point in time.
David Allen presents three models to help you decide what to do:

A. The Four-Criteria Model for Choosing Actions in the Moment

(1) Context – some projects can be done anywhere but most require a specific location.
(2) Time available – the amount of time at your disposal will determine what you can do.
(3) Energy available – the amount of energy you have will determine what you can do.
(4) Priority – given the context, time and energy available what is most important to do?
B. The Threefold Model for Evaluating Daily Work
(1) Doing predefined work – here you are working on your next action list.
(2) Doing work as it shows up – how you respond to items that arise.
(3) Defining work – this involves cleaning you in-basket, identifying next actions, etc.
C. The Six Level Model for Reviewing Your Work

(1) Runway: Current actions 

(2) 10,000 feet: Current projects 

(3) 20,000 feet: Areas of responsibility 

(4) 30,000 feet: 1-2 year goals 

(5) 40,000 feet: 3-5 year vision 

(6) 50,000 feet: Big picture view 

Getting Projects Underway

The secret to relaxed control are clearly defined outcomes (projects) and the next actions to move them towards closure and reminders placed in a trusted system that is reviewed regularly. 

Five Steps to Accomplish Any Task (Project Planning)

1. Defining purpose and principles - this involves asking why you are doing the task and reflecting on your values and principles.
2. Clarifying outcomes – describe what successful completion of the task or project looks like.
3. Brainstorming – this is options and ways in which you will tackle the project.
4. Organizing – determine what will be done, in what order and by what due date.
5. Identifying next actions – this deciding on the allocation of resources to get the work done.
Getting Started

To begin implementing the Getting Things Done strategy, you need to:

A. Set aside the time – use a block of time to implement the system

B. Set up the space – work on your office and home working spaces and get them prepared.

C. Get the tools you need – the basic processing tools include:

(1) Paper-holding trays

(2) Plain paper

(3) Stationary: pen, pencil, post-it, staples, etc.

(4) A labeller

(5) File folders

(6) A calender

(7) A wastepaper bin

Critical Factors of an Effective Filing System:
1. Keep your general reference files within arms reach 
2. Use one Alpha system - consider A-Z organizing unless you need more specific filing which reduces the number of place something isn't stored and organize by topic, project, person, or company. Specialized filing may be necessary if amount of reference material on one topic or project exceeds one file drawer. 

3. Have lots of fresh folders. 

4. Label your tiles with an auto labeller

5. Get high quality mechanics 
6. Avoid hanging files 

7. If you must use hanging files - label files, not the hangers; use only one file folder per hanger; keep a big supply of plain hangers and new file folder in the front of the drawer. 

8. Purge files once a year 

9. Encourage a dumpster day at work 

Practical Help for Each Stage of the Workflow Process:

1. Collecting

* Physically gather everything in your environment that doesn’t belong where it is and put it into your in-basket: start with your desktop; drawers; counter tops; inside cabinets; floors, walls and shelves; equipment, furniture and fixtures and other locations where things may be kept.
* Identify things that stay where they are: supplies, reference material, decoration and equipment.

* Include items already on lists or in your calendar.

* Do a mental mind sweep – now empty every item in your mind into the system. Record items to be attended to on pieces of paper and add them to your inbox.

2. Processing

Now you need to identify each item and decide what it is, what it means and what you are going to do with it. When you have finished the processing stage you will have trashed what you don’t need; completed any two-minute actions; handed off to others things that can be delegated; sorted into your organising system those actions which require more than two minutes to complete; and identify any larger commitments (projects) you have to complete. There are three rules to follow as you process the in-basket: (1) Process the top item first; (2) Process one item at a time; and (3) Never put anything back into “in”. 

The key processing question is: What is the next action?

The next action step needs to be the absolute next physical thing to do!

3. Organising

There are seven primary types of things that you need to keep track of manage from an organisational perspective:

A. Projects list

Keep a list of all the projects that you are responsible to oversee and complete.

B. Project support material

Ensure that all related project material is stored in an accessible location. 

C. Calendar actions and information

Place items that are time or day specific into your calendar. 

D. Next action lists

Organise all next actions by context – ie. The place where you will work on them. Examples: 

(1) Calls – these are items that you use your phone to deal with.

(2) Computer – these are items you attend to while at your computer.

(3) Errands – these are items you handle while you are out and about or on the move.

(4) Office – these are items you can only attend to at your desk in your office.

(5) Home – these are items you handle at your home.

(6) Agendas – this is a list of items to deal with when you meet with someone or a team.

(7) Read/Review – these are items you need to read or reflect on.

E. Waiting For list

You should sort and group all items that you are waiting on others for. 
F. Reference material

You should consider developing the following systems: general-reference filing; large-category filing; rolodexes and contact managers; libraries and archives.
G. Someday/Maybe lists

These items which are on the back burner must not be forgotten. Also, make an inventory of those things you could accomplish. Review your current projects and identify items which should be on your Someday list.
4. Reviewing
Look at your calendar first (your day and time specific actions) and then at your action lists.

Some specific stems to take during the weekly review:

A. Loose Papers - Business cards, receipts, etc. - put into your in basket for processing 

B. Process Your Notes 

C. Previous Calendar Data - review for remaining action items, reference information, etc. 

D. Upcoming Calendar 

E. Empty Your Head - write down any new projects, action items, etc. 

F. Review "Projects" (and Larger Outcome) Lists - ensure that at least one kick-start action is in your system for each 

G. Review "Next Actions" Lists - Mark off completed actions & review for reminders of further action steps to capture 

H. Review "Waiting For" List - Records appropriate actions for any needed follow-up & check off received items 

I. Review Any Relevant Checklists 

J. Review "Someday/Maybe" List - Check for any projects that may have become active and transfer them to "Projects" & delete items no longer of interest 

K. Review "Pending" and Support Files - Browse through all work-in-progress support material to trigger new actions, completions, and waiting-for’s.  

Take time periodically to focus on the bigger picture review – look at your life mission, your roles and goals – to ensure that none of your important, yet non urgent areas are being neglected.

5. Doing

Use the three models for decision making presented earlier to take action and Get Things Done!
Summary:
1. Keep everything out of your head. 

2. Decide actions and outcomes when things first emerge on your radar, instead of later. 

3. Regularly review and update the complete inventory of open loops of your life and work. 

Pick up anything around you that you’re wondering what to do with, and apply a simple set of formulae: 

A. I don’t need or want it = trash 

B. I still need to decide what this means to me = IN basket item 

C. I might need to know this information = reference 

D. I use it = equipment and supplies 

E. I like to see it = decoration 

F. When I could possibly move on it, I want to see the action as an option = next action reminder, reviewed when and where it could be done 

G. I need to be reminded of this short-term outcome I’ve committed to = project list item, reviewed weekly 

H. I need to have this when I focus on a project = support material 

I. I might want to commit to this at any time in the future = Someday/maybe list item 

J. I might want to commit to this on or after a specific time in the future = calendared or “tickled” item incubated for review on a specific future date 

K. I want to achieve this “bigger” outcome = goals, objectives, visions that you review on some longer interval 

L. It’s something someone else is doing that I care about = item on Waiting-For list, reviewed at least weekly 

M. I need to consider it when I do certain recurring activities = item on a checklist 

From David Allen's Productivity Principles newsletter 

