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    Book Presentation: Getting Organized In The Google Era by Douglas C. Merrill and James A. Martin


    Book Abstract


    Main Idea


    Today’s world is fast-paced and information-saturated. To keep your head above water, you need an organizational system which will handle the endless stream of information which gets thrown at you, integrate the tasks you need to get done and allow you to focus on the challenges which will confront you every day. In other words, you need an organizational system which takes full advantage of available technology rather than one developed for bygone eras when paper To-Do lists were all that were required.


    Forget about looking for a one-size-fits-all organizational system – it doesn’t exist. Instead, you have to develop your own system which will meet all the unique twists and demands you face in your life and career. As you do that, there are twenty-one organizational principles which might provide some useful clues. These principles are worth considering because they are:


    
      	Aligned with the way your brain actually works as opposed to the way you might wish your brain worked in an ideal world.


      	Based around the concept of using technology in smart ways to help you get better organized.


      	Realistic and scalable which means they can handle the sheer volume of stuff which gets thrown at you every day.

    


    Disorganization always causes stress. The way forward is to use these 21 Principles of Organization to develop a system which works for you. The more organized you can become, it stands to reason you will feel more successful and ultimately less stressed. The key is to stop wasting time and do more of what you decide is important to do every day.


    About the Author


    DOUGLAS MERRILL was chief information officer and vice president of engineering at Google when the company went public in August 2004. He left Google in 2008 to become chief operating officer of New Music and president of Digital at EMI Music. Despite the fact he is dyslexic, Dr. Merrill earned a doctorate from Princeton and also graduated from the University of Tulsa. Douglas Merrill left EMI Music in 2009 and currently sits on the boards of directors of a number of start-ups in the US and UK.


    JAMES MARTIN is a PC World blogger and freelance writer. He contributes to numerous publications including The New York Times, Travel + Leisure, MacWorld and the Los Angeles Times. Mr. Martin specializes in helping small and medium-sized businesses with search engine optimization and the development of social media strategies. His blog is at www.traveler2-0.com.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of Getting Organized In The Google Era (Douglas C. Merrill and James A. Martin)


    1. How you think


    It makes good sense to align your personal organization system with the way you think. If you don’t do this, you inadvertently end up sabotaging your best efforts to move ahead. The eleven principles which help you do this are:


    
      	Organize your life so you minimize brain strain


      	Get stuff out of your head as fast as possible


      	Don’t even try and multitask – it’s less efficient


      	Use stories to remember important things


      	Look for new and better ways to get things done


      	Knowledge is not power – sharing knowledge is


      	Organize around actual not assumed constraints


      	Be honest with yourself but not judgmental


      	Know when you should ignore constraints


      	Know where you’re going and how you’ll get there


      	Be flexible about how you achieve your goals

    


    1. Organize your life so you minimize brain strain


    Your life is chock full of items which are all clamoring for your attention. Regardless of whether you realize it or not, your attention is constantly wandering from one thing to another to still something else. Information is washing over you all the time so don’t even try to take notice of everything you come across. Instead, you should try and organize your life in ways which minimize mental strain.


    “Believe it or not, the way our brains work is one of the biggest challenges we face in getting organized. Honestly, I’m not here to give you rules. Rules are meant to restrict you. My principles are simply meant to suggest new ideas, options, and tools, so you can design systems for organizing that work for you.”


    – Douglas Merrill


    The biggest cause of brain strain arises when we try and decide what to memorize and what to forget. The human brain is very good at noticing things but very poor at memorizing. Paying attention to what’s happening around you was developed as a survival mechanism first and foremost and we are on alert all the time, whether we realize it or not. When you notice something, it goes into your short-term memory. If you then do nothing further, that memory will get overwritten by something new. Your short-term memory can hold between five and nine things at any one time. One of the main keys in any system for getting better organized is to figure out ways to effectively get things out of your short-term memory and safely stored somewhere secure you can access in the future. If you can work towards putting in place systems which will make this happen consistently well, then you will automatically feel less stressed. You will suffer less brain strain and accordingly feel more productive.


    2. Get stuff out of your head as fast as possible


    This should be the focal point of any organizational system. The more rapidly you can get stuff out of your short-term memory and into a searchable database somewhere, the better organized you will be. Smart people have known this for ages.


    “A reporter was out for a walk with Albert Einstein and asked for Einstein’s phone number, in case there were any follow-up questions. Einstein readily agreed to give it, walked over to a pay phone, picked up the phone book, looked up his number, and read it to the reporter. In response to the reporter’s astonishment, Einstein said something like, ‘Why remember my number, when it’s in the phone book?’ Yes, I doubt the story’s true too. But it’s funny. And it illustrates the need to get stuff out of your head, so you can focus on what’s important.”


    – Douglas Merrill


    3. Don’t even try and multitask – it’s less efficient


    Everyone today tries to multitask but the human brain is just not cut out to do this. Very simply when you multitask, you interfere with the brain’s capacity to put information into short-term memory. Regardless of how you try and justify it, multitasking makes you less efficient.


    To remember something, you have to transfer it from your short-term memory to your long-term memory. This is called “encoding” by cognitive scientists who study this process. Most people attempt to encode a fact by repeating it over and over – scientists call this “rehearsal”. To get better organized, you need a more efficient way of doing this because rehearsing things over and over is slow and is prone to all kinds of potential problems which crop up as well.


    4. Use stories to remember important things


    It turns out that if you associate a story with a piece of information, you stand a much improved chance of being able to recall it later on. A memorable story can act as a vivid key for retrieving facts from your long-term memory later on. This is because facts in and of themselves are usually dry and boring whereas stories have color, action, characters, sights and emotions attached. The brain is highly proficient at remembering mental pictures that are attached to stories. Or put another way, great stories put facts into context.


    “By definition, being organized requires having bits of information stored in a useful order. Putting these bits into order requires encoding them and recalling them correctly. Your brain wants to recall information not as bits and chunks, but as stories. Thus, finding ways to embed facts into stories is essential to becoming better organized.”


    – Douglas Merrill


    If you can think ahead a little and anticipate what you’ll want to do with a specific piece of information before you try and encode it into your long-term memory, you can embed that piece of information into an appropriate story. This is the ideal to work towards although in practice you can’t always forecast with precision what stories will fit your future circumstances. For now just keep in mind vivid stories enable later recall and give information context which makes it easier to recall that same information later on.


    5. Look for new and better ways to get things done


    In addition to the short-term memory and long-term memory transfers the human brain does, there is also one other thing brains don’t like. Too many choices, whether big or small, can quickly overwhelm us and cause us to revert back to our original “default setting” choices – even if those decisions were made many years ago in entirely different circumstances.


    “That’s why it’s so important to develop organizational systems to compensate for the limitations of our brain. The organizational methods we develop should challenge our assumptions about what we do and why we do it; emphasize the importance of filtering out what’s not important and focus on what is; and take advantage of the best tools – whether they are paper or digital – for each job given the rapidly changing demands, and possibilities, of today’s world. For example, I’d argue that a lot of information we’ve traditionally tried to store in our brains can be outsourced to the Internet.”


    – Douglas Merrill


    6. Knowledge is not power – sharing knowledge is


    “From an organizational standpoint, everything in our world is wrong. The way in which our work structures are organized is wrong. There’s never enough time to do everything we’re convinced we must do. We feel left-handed in a right-handed world. At best, we feel disorganized. At worst, defeated.”


    – Douglas Merrill


    To illustrate:


    
      	Why do we work 9-5 Monday to Friday in a 40-hour workweek? This came from the Industrial Revolution when people started working in factories which had to run efficiently during set hours. So if you don’t in fact work in a factory today, why do you still keep to the 40-hour workweek idea when this generates traffic gridlock and stress?


      	Why do schools still have summer vacations? These were introduced so the children of farmers could help harvest corn crops. If you don’t actually grow corn, however, wouldn’t it be better to have your kids on holiday when everyone else is at school so all the places you want to go will be less crowded?


      	Cars were first developed to offer people the freedom to travel wherever they wanted whenever they wanted. Why then do we all spend so much wasted time sitting in traffic jams, not to mention the problems of dependency on foreign oil and global warming?

    


    In just the same way as society really isn’t organized efficiently, the way everyone thinks about knowledge has also changed and evolved. At one time, knowledge was power. If you knew something, you had a genuine competitive advantage and everyone was working to enrich their own “unique” know-how. But today, you’ll be far more successful and less stressed as well if you share knowledge rather than trying to hoard it. A network effect comes into play. When one person knows something, he or she can use their best efforts to apply that knowledge. However, if you have a room full of smart people who are willing to pool and share their knowledge, what the group can achieve will be highly impressive. In today’s world, it’s in the sharing of knowledge that power grows exponentially rather than in the hoarding of it.


    7. Organize around actual not assumed constraints


    All of us have constraints which are specific to us individually and which can prevent us from being organized and successful. These constraints may be:


    
      	Physical – imposed by our actual limitations.


      	Psychological – inherited from others we consider influential.


      	Dictated – by society’s norms.

    


    To become better organized, you have to increase your own ability to look at constraints realistically. You need to increase your ability to figure out which of your constraints are real and which of your constraints are only assumed. It’s important to know the difference so:


    
      	You can avoid wasting time and energy attempting to overcome a constraint which isn–t even real.


      	You can avoid wasting time energy on things which aren’t even remotely likely to yield positive results because a real constraint dictates something is physically impossible.

    


    8. Be honest with yourself but not judgmental


    All of us are comparatively poor at figuring out what our actual constraints are because we’re too close to the forest to see the trees. Or in other words, our constraints seem so real and final it’s hard to objectively evaluate our capacities or our environment all that realistically. This is why it’s worthwhile to ask others for help in getting an objective assessment of what your real constraints are.


    Honest feedback on what your actual constraints are can come from people like:


    
      	Your coworkers, peers or supervisors.


      	Your boss or your subordinates who report to you.


      	Your close friends, colleagues and mentors.


      	Your spouse.

    


    9. Know when you should ignore constraints


    Once you’ve dug a little deeper and identified what your constraints are, you then decide which of these constraints you’re going to work around and which you’re going to accept at face value.


    For example, regardless of how you organize your life, you’ll never have more than 24 hours to work with every day or seven days in a week. Eventually, your time will run out and that’s a stone-hard certain constraint on what you will achieve. If you stress about these constraints, you won’t be able to think rationally and you’ll make the situations you face even worse.


    “Identifying and organizing around your constraints, however, isn’t without some risk. It’s possible to give them too much thought and weight. Even if your constraints are real and beyond your control, that doesn’t mean you should give up on the task at hand. When you do that, you don’t leave space for new ideas, experiences, and outcomes. But how do you know when to ignore a constraint? You weight it against your assets, such as your skills, available resources, and the help you can get from others. You also take into consideration the risks: What’s the worst thing that can happen if you ignore a constraint? When you think about it, fear is probably the biggest one we face. More often than not, fear is a constraint best ignored.”


    – Douglas Merrill


    10. Know where you’re going and how you’ll get there


    Goals are the flip side of constraints. When you have a clearly defined destination where you want to head, then you have a framework around which you can organize your information. You have a criteria by which you can evaluate what’s important and what’s not. It becomes much easier to naturally become better organized when you know exactly what you’re trying to achieve. In fact, the more specific you are about your goals, not only does it become easier to achieve what you want but it also becomes easier to measure your progress. The metrics you should use to evaluate your success or lack thereof also become obvious and clear.


    Determining your goals generally comes down to figuring out the answers to three or four basic questions:


    
      	What is it that I really want to achieve – at the expense of all other possibilities?


      	Why do I need to achieve this?


      	What will be the consequences if I do not achieve my goal?


      	What are the actions I need to take to make this happen?

    


    11. Be flexible about how you achieve your goals


    Once you know where you want to head, it’s helpful if you can also be a little bit flexible about those specific outcomes. The advantage of doing this is if your Plan A doesn’t work out quite as planned, you’ll be open to finding alternative routes for achieving what you want to do.


    It’s also helpful if once you’ve though through your goals and constraints, you pause and clear your mind before getting to work. This is a good time for both a reality check and reading what your gut instincts are telling you. The key questions you need to think about at this stage are:


    
      	Will achieving my goal be worth all the effort I will have to put in to get there?


      	Who can I delegate some of the necessary elements to?


      	Who should I ask for help in achieving my goals?

    


    When you’re making big plans, there will be lots of decisions you have to make. All of us are generally not very good at making decisions for a whole range of reasons. To compensate for this, some strategies you could try are:


    
      	Talk with someone whose opinions you value. Bounce your idea off them and ask them to identify any constraints you’ve overlooked. Ask them also if they can see any faulty logic you’re using or personal biases which are coloring your decision. See whether or not they reinforce your decision.


      	Visualize what it will be like to realize your goal. Live with that visualization for a while and decide whether it feels right.


      	Do some research and gather more facts. Does additional data make your decision look better or worse?


      	Make a list of the advantages and disadvantages of your idea. Prioritize your list in order of importance.


      	Commit your logic to paper and leave it for a few days. Then reread what you’ve written and try to challenge your assumptions. Let your subconscious mind work away in the background to come up with better suggestions or to highlight drawbacks you’ve given too little weight to when making your initial decisions.

    


    2. Tips, techniques and strategies


    Today, there are some amazing tools available which can help keep you organized – including smart phones, cloud computing and more. You have to keep on discovering new and better ways to use these tools as part of your organizational efforts. The seven principles which apply in this area are:


    
      	Don’t organize information – learn to search for it


      	Only keep in your head what must be there


      	Always break big chunks into small bites


      	Set aside time each week to review key facts


      	Remind yourself there are no perfect systems


      	Use the tools you already know wherever possible


      	Add keywords to digital information to find it later

    


    12. Don’t organize information – learn to search for it


    Back in the good old days, if someone sent you a memo you particularly wanted to keep, you would probably:


    
      	Make three copies of it.


      	File it in at least two manila folders in your filing cabinet.


      	Put a back-up copy in a ring binder just in case.

    


    Today, the memo would probably come as an e-mail. All you need to do is put that e-mail into a high-level folder and forget about it. If you need to find that e-mail at a later time, you can do an electronic


    

    

    

    

    13. Only keep in your head what must be there


    

    

    
      	Desktop – is where you use the search tools which are part of the operating system software for your computer. You can also use the free Google desktop search utility (desktop.google.com). By using these tools, it doesn’t matter where you drop files. You can be as disorganized or haphazard as you want with how you store files because you will be able to find them later on using search.


      	Web – is using Google or other search engines to find the pieces of information you need anywhere on any server or computer connected to the Internet. Google and other companies have grown into large multi-billion-dollar enterprises on the strength of offering free, comprehensive search functions and you should learn how to get the most from everything these world-class search engines offer.

    


    

    
      	Filtering – deciding what information you need to keep in your head and what information is better left to electronic storage for later searching.


      	Repetition – revising and refreshing on a regular basis to keep the vital chunks of information you must know fresh and vibrant in your mind.

    


    14. Always break big chunks into small bites


    

    
      	You set up filters based on your goals. Information which relates to those goals gets picked up on and stored in your system. Everything else gets turned away so you avoid information overload.


      	Once you get vital information to hand, you then make a judgment call whether this is stuff you need to memorize or whether it’s information you want to have at hand to find when required.


      	The information you don’t have to commit to memory you can store either in the cloud or on your computer. No complex filing or classification system is required – you can search for it later on as and when the need arises. You can even put the information into an e-mail you send to yourself which can then be stored in your e-mail archives for later searching.


      	What you do need to memorize you then break down into smaller, more manageable chunks which can then be tackled individually.


      	You then have a set time each week – or daily if necessary – which is dedicated specifically to reviewing and refreshing the key information you need to know. Reviewing information over and over enhances your focus at the same time as it builds your confidence you’ll be able to recall this information when required.

    


    15. Set aside time each week to review key facts


    

    

    16. Remind yourself there are no perfect systems


    

    

    
      	You want to get stuff out of your head and recorded before you forget an idea.


      	You’re brainstorming solutions to problems – either by yourself or in a group setting.


      	You want to digest detailed information and have the ability to write notes in the margin.


      	You receive important financial information which needs to be archived for tax or other purposes.


      	You have a legal document which would be difficult if not impossible to replace.


      	You want to make quick notes on the fly and you’re nowhere near a computer.

    


    

    
      	You get so much of it you run out of storage space and the ability to index your paper so you can retrieve it on demand.


      	You don’t know when or where you will need to reproduce that piece of paper in the future.


      	You receive information you need to share with others.


      	When you care about protecting the environment.

    


    

    

    

    

    17. Use the tools you already know wherever possible


    

    

    
      	Sign up for a free Gmail account at mail.google.com. Even if you have e-mail at work, you should have your own personal e-mail address separate from your work e-mail address. Gmail is an excellent e-mail aggregator and a very good scaffold to use for assembling and storing digital information.


      	Gmail has a large storage capacity – one gigabyte circa 2010 and likely to keep increasing in the future – so you can and should plan on keeping your e-mail messages forever. In effect, you can use Gmail to create a searchable history of everything you’ve ever read and everything you’ve ever done.


      	Get into the habit of e-mailing interesting articles to yourself. Add keywords in the subject line which will help jog your memory. You should also route all your e-mail through your Gmail account.


      	Gmail doesn’t have folders so you can leave everything in your inbox. Gmail allows you to create labels for each e-mail. You can then sort and visually scan messages which relate to the specific label you’re looking for. You can also set up Gmail so any e-mail from a specific person is automatically labeled the way you want.


      	You can set up filters in Gmail – rules which automatically get applied to your e-mail. By learning how to use labels and filters together, you can set up and keep track of your To-Do lists, you can send yourself reminders of important upcoming events, you can keep track of when you’ve received important stuff and much, much more. Gmail even has a feature where you can add a yellow star or a flag to your e-mail when you read it to provide a visual clue that you need to be following up on something.

    


    

    

    

    18. Add keywords to digital information to find it later


    

    

    

    

    
      	You can add all your appointments or accept appointment invitations from other people and have these automatically added to your calendar.


      	You can add notes or calendar entries to appointments. You can then search these notes quickly and easily to find something.


      	You can set up alerts for important appointments. These alerts can come to you as pop-ups, as text messages to your cell phone or as e-mail messages.


      	You can use GCal to announce forthcoming events, send out invitations and track responses automatically.


      	You can share your calendar with other people so they can tell when you’ll be available for appointments and when you won’t. You may even set up multiple calendars – one for your work appointments, another for your personal events and a third for events you need to schedule with your spouse or family members. GCal makes maintaining these calendars simple and convenient.

        

        
      

    


    

    

    

    

    
      	When you’re sitting in a meeting, take notes by typing into a Google Docs text file.


      	Give editing access to everyone who is at the meeting – which means you capture their e-mail address for follow-up.


      	If a conference room projector is available, connect to that and let everyone see the meeting notes as they are being created. Alternatively, if there is no projector, people can follow the notes from their own laptops as they are being created in real time.


      	Corrections and clarifications can be made on the spot.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Take notes so you can change contexts later on


      	Group tasks with similar contexts


      	Integrate your work with your life

    


    19. Take notes so you can change contexts later on


    

    

    20. Group tasks with similar contexts


    

    

    

    21. Integrate your work with your life


    

    

    
      	Stop seeing work and life as two separate things which fit neatly into compartments. They aren’t. Accept the fact sometimes you’ll have to work a lot and other times you’ll be able to play a lot. Both can coexist within your schedule rather than being mutually exclusive.


      	Set up calendars which allow you to integrate your life with your work requirements. Let people access them according to their needs rather than setting up artificial boundaries between work and life.


      	Block out personal time from your workday when work is slower. Use this as an opportunity to recharge your batteries. You’ll work smarter that way.


      	Be perfectly happy to take care of business after hours if the need arises. Try and schedule what you must do in small chunks you fit in during what would be dead time anyway.


      	When on vacation, make a decision – will you check for messages or make the world go away? Whatever you decide, let others know and then plan accordingly.


      	If you have to make international trips for your work, schedule enough time in for exercise, rest and staying connected with your family.


      	Make getting stuff out of your head and into your information capture system something you schedule every day.


      	Be realistic about the fact huge and unexpected challenges can and will crop up from time to time. Anticipate that you’ll make mistakes because of the stress level so cut yourself some slack. During difficult times, it’s vital that you filter more intensively than usual so you don’t become overwhelmed. Use the tools you’ve developed to handle information overload during periods of intense stress.
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