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      I used to be very scattered and unorganized; I kept forgetting deadlines, meetings, and promises. I had no priorities. I didn’t even know what they were. I told myself that I don’t need a notebook, let alone a to-do list, to pen down my engagements as my memory is pretty good at retaining everything – and people who needed schedules and notebooks were not in control of their lives. But I was – or so I thought.

      

      Until I wasn’t. When I was in my early twenties it was not that hard to live by my silly beliefs, storing everything in my mind, as I had one or two strict engagements a week. But as I gradually became an adult and my duties multiplied – and their stakes rose – I had to bend my knee and resign my grandiose beliefs about my memory’s stretching capacity. As my tasks increased I started missing out on more and more events – meeting friends, finishing assignments, showing up where I was needed at work. My scattered brain cost me friendships, a job, and lots of lost nerves.

      

      There is this fact that adults try to tell you but in your golden age of youth you categorically ignore, “You need to start acting like an adult. You need to be more responsible.”

      

      My parents told me this so many times, and just as many times I brushed them off with youthful arrogance: “I know what I’m doing and no one has ever complained about my punctuality.” This was true, given the limited number of tasks I had to juggle with. And then out of the blue, I stepped out of college, a place where I had a schedule. But the school created it, and I could access it online at any time. After college, everything crumbled. From one day to the next, I was alone, no one made a schedule for me, and my obligations shot through the roof.

      

      I was as stressed as an overburdened dog walker who had too many dogs to take care of, with each pulling her in different directions. I felt hopeless. I didn’t sign up to walk twenty dogs at a time. Why had life given me twenty dogs to deal with?

      

      “Because if you learned how to walk one dog at the right time, you’d be able to walk the twenty. It’s what you’re supposed to capable of at this age,” my conscience told me.

      

      Well, dogs in my case were tasks, and the dog-walking process was organizing these tasks in the form of to-do lists.

      

      Why am I qualified to write a book on to-do lists if I can’t manage them, as I self-proclaimed? Because that reality is past tense. Since then, I have become a master to-do lister. My parents didn’t teach me how to do it; my school didn’t teach me either. But here I am, an adult, living, breathing example, that it’s never too late to create to-do lists, become organized, and, as a happy consequence, become more productive, less prone to procrastination, and better at focusing.

      

      There is a saying that today, knowledge is not a luxury but a choice. And so is not knowing. In the digital age where the internet is free, as is a lot of material on it, it’s really up to you to stay ignorant about… anything, really. I didn’t shy away from what I needed to do: learn how to manage my day better. I read every article and eBook available, and watched a lot of YouTube videos on the topic of to-do lists and organizing. Thanks to the stories, advice, and tips of professionals and helpful everyday people, I created my own to-do list system and managed to get a grip on my life. Ever since, I don’t miss deadlines, I don’t let people down, but more importantly, I’m much calmer and balanced during the day.

      

      This book will help you get to a state of organized bliss on a fast track. I collected all that I have learned about creating order and discipline in life to:

      - finish every task on your to-do list;

      - become more productive in whatever you do;

      - ditch procrastination and learn to delay gratification;

      - enhance your focus;

      - organize your working space;

      - and most importantly, set up a tailor-made to-do list.

      

      Do you want to set up a functioning to-do list? Come and read this short book to find all the answers you are searching for.
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      When I left college in my early 20s, keeping up with my everyday tasks and appointments was daunting. I tried everything I could think to keep myself organized; I went out and bought an agenda, wrote notes in my phone, created calendar reminders on my desktop, and, of course, made countless to-do lists in an effort to ensure I got everything I needed done.

      

      While getting my work organized felt like a proactive first step in helping me see, visually, all of what I needed to get done, my to-do lists and reminders quickly became a source of frustration and resentment. My to-do list grew quicker than I was able to check items off of it, running on for pages without an end in sight; when I tried to skip around my list to complete easy tasks I’d find that they were more tedious and time-consuming than I originally anticipated. I was overwhelmed, and I simply didn’t have the time or energy in me to put “Have a panic attack” on my to-do list, let alone check it off.

      

      I’m not alone in my to-do list troubles; people of all ages struggle to effectively manage their time and tasks because these skills aren’t explicitly taught to us. Schools stress the use of an agenda and task prioritization, but put little emphasis on teaching students how to write assignments or create task lists that are effective. More damning, schools often fail to teach students how to manage their time to prevent their work from piling up. Adults, lacking these foundational skills, form poor habits in an attempt to organize their work and continue making mistakes that critically impact their ability to successfully complete tasks.

      

      Despite the negative experiences many people have when making them, to-do lists can be helpful tools in organizing work and inspiring productivity. Serving as an external memory aid to help you recall everything you need to do, to-do lists help add structure to your day and simplify the chaos of everyday life. Furthermore, an effective to-do list can help you develop better time management skills, ensuring you meet your deadlines for each task by appropriately prioritizing and working on them. This will save you the time and hassle of having to constantly put out life’s little fires throughout the day, reducing your stress levels, guilt, and frustration. Ultimately, effective to-do lists help you focus your energy on achieving your full potential. But you know these things already.

      

      Whenever setting up your to-do lists (if you do them) you may be wondering how your to-do list could possibly be ineffective. After all, isn’t it just a list of work you need to get done?  Then chaos kicks in, and you don’t accomplish the tasks on your to-do list, and you become bitter, disappointed, stressed, or resigned. To-do lists don’t work after all.

      

      While, at face value, to-do lists may seem simple, the science behind them can be quite complex. Underestimating the intricacies of an effective to-do list can ultimately render the list useless. In fact, studies show that 41 percent of tasks on the average person’s to-do list go undone. By studying the mistakes that people make when creating to-do lists, we can prevent ourselves from creating unproductive lists in the future.

      

      Common to-do list mistakes

      

      The most common mistake people make when writing their to-do lists is putting too many tasks on it at one time.

      

      Studies show that an individual can, at any given time, be juggling up to 150 tasks. While anyone can recognize that this is an unmanageable amount of work, writing all these tasks down can amplify the stress over getting them done.

      

      Another mistake we make when trying to follow a to-do list is giving ourselves unlimited time to complete each task. Who’s guilty of this one? I certainly am.

      

      Observations of human behavior show that people are less likely to turn in work by a specific deadline when they have been given more time to complete the work in question. Most people try to give themselves ample time to complete a task in case they run into any unplanned circumstances, sometimes even failing to set personal deadlines for themselves. While this may seem helpful, it is actually counterintuitive; by planning in incidentals, you are giving yourself excuses to shirk your responsibilities and take more time than necessary on the task at hand – time that could be better used on other tasks. This kills your productivity; you get less work done in a given period of time and, chances are, your workflow will lack structure and your important tasks will fall to the wayside, receiving less attention than they should.

      Also, we tend to avoid completing tasks that have a far-off deadline as a psychological defense against having to do hard work. In contrast, tasks with stringent deadlines (real or self-imposed) are often completed quicker and with less hesitation because they are perceived as easy, and provide us with some satisfaction in getting to cross them off our lists.

      

      Parkinson’s Law states that “work expands as to fill the time available for its completion,” essentially meaning that our tasks will take us more time to complete if we allot more time for their completion. Limiting your time on tasks may sound like it will add more stress to your day, but it will actually have the opposite effect; when you impose deadlines on your tasks, you will be able to better focus on what needs to get done at any given moment, clearly defining your work schedule for the day. Set a challenging time limit to your task and play with it – turn completing the task into a competition against the clock so that you can have a greater sense of accomplishment as you work towards the task at hand. If you complete your challenge, try reducing the amount of time you give yourself the next time you have to do something similar; this internal competition will help motivate you to focus more on your tasks, making you more productive in the long run.

      

      Try to recall a time in your life when you had months to complete a project. If you’re like most people, I bet you didn’t even touch it in the first few months. Similarly, there must have been a time in your life when you received a project with a crazy-strict deadline and somehow you managed to deliver it on time with a similar quality of work as the project for which you had months to accomplish.

      

      Why does this happen? Because when we have a lot of time to finish something, apart from procrastinating, our focus may get derailed from the main problem and dive into some rabbit holes of information that are not needed. The project you hand in could be unfocused, scattered, and filled with unimportant information that you wasted a lot of time on. By contrast, when you have a strict deadline, you need to be focused on the main problem of the project – you don’t have time to contemplate about interesting factoids related to the subject. Thus the work might be more concise, to the point, and overall better than the over-researched pamphlet you spent triple the time on, and stressed much more about due to procrastination and perfectionism.

      

      In addition to setting time limits for all your tasks, do your best to ignore distractions while you tackle each of your deadlines. While it may sound obvious, ignoring distractions during your work is one of the best ways to boost your productivity; ignore your phone, email, social media, etc.

      

      Our to-do lists often fail because we fail to prioritize our most important tasks. While it may feel good to whittle down our lists by crossing off small, meaningless tasks, it is critical that we learn to pick the most important things from our lists to focus on before we move forward each day. By focusing on just a few important tasks, our to-do lists seem far more manageable and, therefore, we are more inclined to complete the tasks in front of us.

      

      For a to-do list to be effective, it needs to be broken down into small, actionable steps that our brains can easily process and work through. As such, we need to make specific plans for how to tackle each item on our lists and set deadlines for achieving each step so that we can stay on track to completing important tasks. These mini to-do lists within each task will prevent the brain from becoming overwhelmed and shutting down.

      

      A to-do list is a living document that should constantly be reevaluated and updated to ensure that tasks are appropriately prioritized to meet your needs. While it may seem like life is full of small fires that constantly need to be put out, an effective to-do list can help show you that most of all these fires will blow out on their own without ever requiring your attention.

      

      Lastly but most importantly, have a well-defined, well-argumented purpose for creating your to-do list. If there is no deliberate reason behind it, why would you feel compelled to finish the tasks on it in the first place? Associate your tasks with specific goals. For example, paying your bills in time to avoid penalties to save more money. Reason is the fuel of motivation.

      

      Popular to-do list systems

      

      While all of our to-do lists can be improved by avoiding the mistakes listed above, no two to-do lists will look the same. There is no one universally effective one-size-fits-all model for writing a to-do list. Rather, your to-do list needs to match your own personal organizational style to meet your specific needs.

      

      The “start/end date” to-do list model

      Some people find success writing their to-do lists by categorizing tasks with start and end dates. This approach can help ensure that you are managing your time appropriately by visually listing out the deadlines for each task. By prioritizing tasks by due date, you can relieve the stress of missed deadlines or the guilt of not getting around to certain tasks; your to-do list will outline exactly when each tasks needs to be complete, allowing you to focus your time and energy on what is most relevant to your needs each day.

      A correct sense of judgment and a reasonable room for flexibility should be added to this method. What I mean is that you need to be confident in your time assessment about a project. For example, writing an annual report is not a two-day job, especially if you can dedicate only an hour to it daily. Make an accurate estimation on how many hours you will be able to work on a task every day and how much time you need to complete a long project. Like, for real. Don’t lie to yourself. People tend to give overly generous or nonsensically strict time estimates to their tasks – that’s what generates stress. Additionally, assume that your estimate is not completely accurate. While doing your best to complete your task within the time interval you decided upon, allow yourself a 10-percent grace period for the actual completion (11 days instead of 10, for example).

      If you don’t feel confident about your task-length estimation accuracy this to-do list type is not for you, but there are other to-do list models coming, don’t worry.

      

      The “big-spoon/small-spoon” to-do list model

      While start and end date to-do lists may help some people accurately estimate the length of certain tasks, others may prefer writing a to-do list using a “big-spoon, small-spoon” method.

      In this type of to-do list, your tasks are split into two categories – everything you need to get done (the big spoon), and everything you need to get done in that day (the small spoon). By breaking your to-do list down into two separate lists, you are able to plan out what tasks urgently need your attention in the next 1-2 days, and what tasks can be postponed until a later date. Each task chosen for the daily “small spoon” list should be chosen based on their urgency, difficulty, and deadline.

      This is the type of to-do list I use most of the time. I create a simple excel worksheet in my Google Drive account and update it every day based on my daily tasks, or any changed priorities in the future. Actually, my to-do list is a five-spoon list – as you can see in the picture inserted below – breaking down my tasks into daily, weekly, bi-weekly, monthly, and seasonal plans. I work from column E, Seasonal, backwards. First I set a seasonal big goal, then I break it down into manageable steps in each category.

      A -Today

      B - This Week

      C - Next Week

      D - This Month

      E - Seasonal

      

      The “Big 5” to-do list model

      In this type of to-do list, people are able to prioritize daily tasks by choosing just five things they need to complete over the span of 24 hours. This differs from the big-spoon, small-spoon approach in how the tasks are picked and presented on the list; while all tasks on your Big 5 list should be relevant and important, at least three of the chosen tasks should be able to be completed within 30 minutes while the other two tasks should be more time consuming.

      

      Tasks on a Big 5 list can be prioritized by urgency as opposed to difficulty, giving you the freedom to complete them as needed and focus all your energy on what needs to be done at a given time. Focusing on each of these tasks individually can give you a greater sense of accomplishment and let you know that you are working productively on your list each day.

      

      The categorized to-do list model

      Other people may still prefer a more categorized approach to writing their to-do lists. With a categorized to-do list, you are able to focus on tasks related to different areas of your life, allowing you to prioritize tasks based on the facet of your life that needs tending to most.
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