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    GETTING THINGS DONE: THE ART OF STRESS-FREE PRODUCTIVITY


    STREAMLINE YOUR WORKLOAD AND BOOST YOUR EFFICIENCY


    Now that we constantly have a wealth of information at our fingertips, it can prove difficult to actually finish tasks. Almost all of us have found ourselves settling down to work, only to be interrupted by a stream of new emails, seemingly endless phone calls or a talkative colleague. Unless you already have an effective organisation system in place, all these elements will result in stress, undermine your productivity and harm your personal wellbeing.


    With this in mind, David Allen has devised a method to help managers and anyone else who feels overwhelmed by an ever-increasing workload to stay afloat at work. This method, known as Getting Things Done, or GTD for short, aims to free up time so that you can focus on the things that really matter and find greater professional fulfilment. It is a clear, simple, reliable organisational framework that helps users to complete their projects without stress by following a series of straightforward steps.


    
      KEY INFORMATION


      
        	Reference edition: Allen, D. (2015) Getting Things Done: The Art of Stress-Free Productivity. New York: Penguin.


        	1st edition: 2001


        	Author: David Allen (American management consultant, born in 1945).


        	Fields: project management.


        	
          Key words:

          
            	Efficiency: the capacity to obtain the desired or expected result or to reach a previously established objective. In a company, an employee who reaches the objectives that have been set for them can be described as efficient.


            	Priorities: elements which are considered to be more important than others, and to which more attention should therefore be paid.


            	Productivity: the relationship between the quantity of product or results obtained and the amount of work invested.


            	Project management: the processes used to ensure the smooth running of a project.


            	Stress management: the reduction of the stress resulting from project management through effective organisation to minimise stress-inducing elements.


            	Time management: a component of project management; planning to achieve various objectives in a given time period.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    CONTEXT


    THE AUTHOR


    David Allen was born on 28September 1945 and grew up in Shreveport, Louisiana, where he won a state-wide debate competition. He went to university at New College in Sarasota, Florida, where he developed a keen interest in philosophy and intellectual history, before undertaking graduate work in American history at the University of California, Berkeley.


    
      DID YOU KNOW?


      While Allen was at university, he began taking heroin. In 1971, he was committed to a psychiatric institution, where he “made a decision to institute a high state of cooperation with the world again” (Wolf, 2007).

    


    After completing his studies, Allen took on a very varied series of jobs, including magician, karate teacher, waiter, vitamin salesman, landscaper, travel agent, service station manager, restaurant cook and head of a travel agency. Indeed, he claims to have tried his hand at 35different careers before the age of 35.


    He laid the foundations of his productivity system in the 1980s, when he won a contract to design a programme for executives and managers at the aerospace company Lockheed. He went on to found the David Allen Company, which specialises in management and productivity coaching, particularly through the GTD method. By 2007, prices for a training session led by Allen stood at $595 for individuals and $20000 for companies.


    
      ACTIONEER, INC.


      Allen is also one of the co-founders of Actioneer, Inc., which has created a number of productivity tools that are available on the PalmPilot personal digital assistant.

    


    Allen is a member of the Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness, a not-for-profit religious organisation which promotes active meditation. Until recently, he lived in Ojai, California with his fourth wife Katherine, to whom he dedicated his best-known book, Getting Things Done. Since May 2014, the couple has lived in Amsterdam.


    CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND


    Getting Things Done was written in 2001, at a time when the emergence of new information and communication technologies such as the internet was transforming the economy and opening up an array of new possibilities for both businesses and individuals. In the USA, this was a time of rapid growth, low inflation and full employment.


    In this period of drastic economic change, the time was ripe for a book on improving productivity. Although Allen’s book was only published in 2001, he had begun studying the subject in the 1980s when he was working for Lockheed, which meant that he possessed in-depth knowledge of the business world and the various tools that can be used to make work more efficient. Indeed, many of the elements of Getting Things Done were already well-known in the field of time management, but Allen’s method was the first to organise and systematise them in a simple, effective framework.


    While his competitors based their methods on the old economy, Allen’s experience working on the PalmPilot had given him a keen understanding of the importance of technological developments and the internet in the world of work. This innovative approach made his method far better suited to the contemporary economic situation and professional reality.


    However, the GTD method’s increased effectiveness and greater suitability for the new economic situation are not the only reasons for its success. Like any period of drastic change, the advent of the new economy brought with it its share of concerns. As information became more readily available and the nature of work itself underwent a radical transformation, employees found themselves juggling several tasks at once and facing rapidly changing expectations from their employers, which inevitably resulted in stress.


    Getting Things Done is ideal for workers in the new economy not only because it enables them to increase their productivity, but also because it allows them to do so with minimal stress. Indeed, Allen even asserts that his method for boosting productivity will allow workers to boost their personal wellbeing.


    
      AN INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER


      By 2015, Getting Things Done had sold over 1.5million copies worldwide.

    

  


  
    SUMMARY OF GETTING THINGS DONE


    OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK


    Getting Things Done is divided into three main parts:


    
      	Part 1: The Art of Getting Things Done. In this section, Allen describes the problems of the modern working world and the solutions that are usually applied to them, before outlining his method and explaining how it differs from other approaches. He then briefly describes the various processes that make up his project planning system.


      	Part 2: Practicing Stress-Free Productivity. This is the longest section of the book, and is focused on the GTD method, which Allen describes as horizontal because it allows users to see all the elements that make up their immediate horizon. The method is complemented by a system that he refers to as vertical because it allows users to go into their project in depth.


      	Part 3: The Power of the Key Principles. The third, shortest section outlines the effects that the approaches and principles set out in the previous sections can have on the user’s personal and professional life.

    


    The starting point for the book is the observation that stress usually manifests as recurring thoughts that keep going round in our heads. Allen argues that these intrusive thoughts represent questions that we have not yet found answers to, which means that finding solutions to the problems that are weighing on us will reduce our stress levels, both at work and in everyday life.


    Getting rid of the thoughts that are cluttering up our mind will also make us more efficient when performing future tasks. Allen draws a comparison with a computer’s random-access memory: when a computer is running several programmes in the background, it is less responsive to the tasks the user is asking it to carry out.


    To clear your mind, Allen outlines three rules for responding to the questions that each project raises. These three rules are the foundation of the GTD method:


    
      	become aware of mental overload and eliminate it through different storage methods (paper, hard drive, diary, etc.);


      	clearly determine the goals of each project and the actions that are necessary to achieve them;


      	use reminders to evaluate your progress.

    


    The method is made up of five key principles which will allow users to be both more effective and calmer:


    
      	capture;


      	clarify;


      	organise;


      	reflect;


      	engage.

    


    These are the horizontal aspects of the method, as they comprise the elements which structure our environment. They can be complemented by a vertical approach which involves looking at each project more closely. In other words, the approach allows us to gain an overview of everything we have to do before considering each task in more detail.


    
      A MIND LIKE WATER


      The aim of the GTD method is to have a “mind like water”: when a stone is thrown into the water, the water’s reaction is perfectly proportionate to the stone’s mass and the force with which it was thrown. This is how our mind should react to any problems it is faced with.

    


    THE HORIZONTAL GTD METHOD


    Step 1: Capture


    The first phase of the GTD method is referred to as “capture”. It involves gathering all the tasks you need to accomplish, both at work and in your personal life, from an upcoming meeting to a DIY project. At this stage, you should aim to be as exhaustive as possible. Every time an idea or project keeps popping into your head, this means that you have a task to complete. Once you have identified an unresolved project, record it somewhere (for example in a notebook, on your computer or on a Dictaphone). You can use multiple “containers” (as Allen calls them), but ideally you should limit yourself to one or two.


    
      FREE YOUR MIND


      The main aim of the capture phase is less to gather various elements than to store them somewhere other than your mind in order to free up space.

    


    As Allen points out, we do not tend to have any problems making lists of information, documents and current projects; the difficulty arises when it is time to empty our containers. Indeed, if you do not move beyond this first stage, the containers will only be used to store information, and over time their contents will build up without any corresponding progress in your projects. Consequently, as soon as this stage is over, you should move on to the clarification phase.


    Step 2: Clarify


    This stage of the process is based on a series of fundamental questions. The approach here can be summed up in four different scenarios.
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    The information is only clarified after the capture phase. It is tempting to start classifying documents and tasks as soon as they reach the containers, but this is a mistake: it is necessary to finish gathering them before analysing and identifying them. The question that you should focus on to begin with is whether or not a particular project or document requires action. If it does not, you have three options:


    
      	Discard the document, message or information.


      	Classify it with the tasks that you may or may not complete at some point.


      	Put it with important documents that you can refer back to later. N.B.: these documents should be easy to access and act on.

    


    If the item in your container requires action on your part, you should immediately ask yourself what the first step towards completing it is. For example, if your car has broken down, the first step might be to ask a friend for the contact details of their mechanic. If the element is part of a much larger project, you should add it to a separate list of projects.


    
      GET OFF TO A FLYING START


      If the first step towards completing an ongoing project is an action that will take less than two minutes, do it immediately!

    


    If it would be too time-consuming to carry out the first action immediately, ask yourself if you are the best person for the job. If you are, schedule it for as soon as you have the time; otherwise, delegate it.


    Step 3: Organise


    Once you have clarified the elements in your containers (meaning once you know what action to take for each of them), the next step is to embark on tackling them effectively. This is straightforward enough for tasks that only take a few minutes to complete, as you will be able to put them out of your mind as soon as they are over with, but once you have identified all the work you need to do, you will need a reliable system to remind you of your obligations.


    
      WHY YOU SHOULD GET RID OF YOUR DAILY TO-DO LIST


      Allen generally recommends abandoning daily to-do lists because he believes that they are impossible to stick to, as the flood of new tasks you face on a daily basis alters the quantity (and the nature) of the work you have to complete. This means that certain important actions are put off until the next day (or even later), while less important tasks are completed.

    


    The GTD system proposes eight types of reminder, which are all useful for different types of tasks and which can be divided into three main categories: projects, first actions and non-actionable elements.


    
      	Projects. A project can be broadly defined as any task which comprises multiple stages, meaning that it can refer to a range of current activities in the user’s personal and professional life. Allen gives a number of examples: planning holidays, updating your computer, hiring a business partner, etc.


      	First actions. This is at the heart of the system. Actions in this category can be divided into two sub-categories: those that need to be carried out immediately and those that need to be carried out by a precise date. You should use a calendar to keep track of all these actions.


      	
        Non-actionable elements. These can be divided into three categories: those that can be discarded, those that may be useful one day and those that can be used for reference. The first category is the easiest to deal with, as all you have to do is throw out the corresponding documents or information. The elements that you might need later on should be noted either in a list that you consult regularly or in a tickler file. Finally, the reference documents are vital and should be stored somewhere that you can easily access and act on them.

        
          CREATING AND MAINTAINING YOUR TICKLER FILE


          The tickler file serves to give you automatic reminders of the actions you need to carry out on a particular date. It is made up of 43 folders (one for each day of the month and one for each month) and must be updated every day. The system can be recreated electronically, but the advantage of a series of paper folders is that they allow physical documents to be stored.

        

      

    


    Step 4: Reflect


    Once you have placed all of your actions in the right folders, storage tools and calendars, all you need to do is use them! Unless you actually carry out the tasks at hand, all the previous steps are meaningless. This means that you need to consult your lists, tickler file and calendars regularly to remind yourself what needs to be done.


    As a general rule, you can begin by consulting your calendar to get an overview of the tasks you need to complete, then looking at your list of first actions, which should be organised by topic so that you can examine them more quickly. Finally, you can look at your list of projects and of your list of pending actions. The purpose of consulting your lists and files is twofold: it enables you to ensure that you do not forget anything, and also helps you to stop obsessing about them so that you can free up your mind for other tasks.


    
      HOW OFTEN SHOULD YOU CONSULT YOUR LISTS AND FILES?


      Ideally, you should consult your lists and files once a week, as this will allow you to gather and deal with your current projects, adjust your system if necessary and get everything up to date.

    


    Step 5: Engage


    This fifth step represents the ultimate goal of the GTD method, as it aims to help you determine what


    

    
      	
        The four-criteria model. As its name suggests, this is a very simple model that enables you to select your action based on four criteria.

        
          	Context. Some tasks can only be carried out in a particular environment or using particular tools (for example, you may need to be at your desk or have access to a computer). You can therefore use a process of elimination to work out which tasks are possible at a given time.


          	Time available. How much time do you really have? For example, if you have to go pick up your children from school in a few minutes, there is no point starting a task that will take longer than that.


          	Energy available. You may want to pick a more or less demanding task based on your current energy levels.


          	Priority. This is where your instincts come into play, but once you have considered the previous criteria, you will be able to make a more rational choice.

        

      


      	
        The threefold model for evaluating daily work.

        
          	Do the planned tasks. This means following your list of first actions.


          	Do the tasks that come up. With the development of increasingly advanced communication technology, new tasks tend to pop up over the course of the day. This work cannot be avoided, but is often carried out at the expense of the tasks you had planned on completing.


          	Define your work. This involves going through your inbox, organising any outstanding documents and carrying out the quickest tasks.

        

      


      	
        The six-level model for reviewing your own work. This model aims to give you an overview of your work in order to make it easier to define your priorities. Each task can be linked to a particular level.

        
          	Runway. These are the actions that you have already started or need to start soon. These range from phone calls to emails that are awaiting a response. This level represents your daily horizon.


          	10000 feet. This refers to your current projects and short-term goals.


          	20000 feet. This level comprises your current responsibilities, meaning all the duties and tasks linked to your position, which can often be further divided into another dozen or so sub-categories.


          	30000 feet. At this level, you need to consider your professional and personal goals for the next one to two years.


          	40000 feet. These are your plans for the next three to five years. Even minor changes at this level can have a knock-on effect on all the others.


          	50000 feet and above. This is your plan for your entire life, and is the underlying reason for everything you are doing.

        

      

    


    THE VERTICAL GTD METHOD (NATURAL PLANNING)


    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Determine the reason and principles. At this stage, you should ask yourself why you want to undertake a particular project. Allen gives the example of going to a restaurant: are you going there because you are hungry, on a date, for a work meeting or for some other reason?


      	Imagine the results. Once your intentions are clear, try to identify any other ideas you have about the project. To continue with the restaurant example, you might think about the outcome of the evening and what you hope to get out of it.


      	Brainstorm. Now that you know what you want, you need to work out how to get it. This is a creative process, so you should give free rein to your imagination.


      	Get organised. The ideas you come up with during the brainstorm will probably have occurred to you at random, so this phase involves putting them in order and establishing your priorities.


      	Choose the first actions to carry out. This step also forms part of the horizontal method. It involves identifying and carrying out the first action you need to do to achieve your goals.
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