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      Preface

      
      Since the publication of my first two books, Getting Things Done and Ready for Anything, I’ve had the opportunity to engage with many thousands of people who have adopted their principles and techniques, and have
         received countless letters and e-mails from readers who have validated the efficacy of the GTD approach. What has emerged
         for me since is not so much new information but new and deeper perspectives about why that information works as well as it
         does and how universally it can be applied. This book is my attempt at sharing that awareness, plus expanded instructions
         for using this material in the broadest possible way.
      

      
      It was challenging to frame my writing here for both the large audience of people who are familiar with my work and those
         who may be reading or hearing of these methods for the first time. I am trusting that the inherent power in the information
         itself will make it valuable for both groups. The first four chapters examine the GTD phenomenon—what it is and why it continues
         to expand around the world. The rest of the book explores the components of the two core aspects of self-management: chapters
         5–10 investigate the dynamics of gaining control, and chapters 11–18 deal with achieving perspective. For reference I have included several Appendices that describe the key models of the GTD process.
      

      
      Though many parts of this material can be used for topical reference, the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. I recommend
         that you absorb the contents as a whole, at your own pace. Though it doesn’t get any simpler than this, the power is in the
         understanding and application of its subtlety.
      

      
      … And Many Thanks to

      
      my wife and partner, Kathryn, for her unfailing love, encouragement, and support;

      
      the many clients, staff, associates, and friends who have aligned with and contributed to this work;

      
      the scores of practitioners of GTD around the world who have provided feedback and valuable insights into the implementation
         of these models;
      

      
      my personal counselors, especially Michael Hayes, who have helped me stay connected to my intuition and the bigger picture;

      
      my agent, Doe Coover, whose continued diligence has given my book writing a firm business foundation;

      
      my editor at Viking, Rick Kot, whose intellectual rigor, laborious fine-tuning of my prose, and patience helped nurture the
         project across the finish line; and
      

      
      all the other sources of my inspiration—seen and unseen.

      
   
      
      1 | Introduction: From Getting Things Done to Making It All Work

      
      
         The art of progress is to preserve order amid change and to preserve change amid order.

         —Alfred North Whitehead



      
         Much of what sophisticates loftily refer to as the “complexity” of the real world is in fact the inconsistency in their own
               minds.

         —Thomas Sowell

      

      
      To lead an effective life, we need to be able to make things happen—to engage with our world so it will supply us with the
         experiences and results we seek. Making the right choices and ensuring their efficient execution have always been key elements
         of success. An endless stream of books, seminars, consulting, and coaching programs has emerged to facilitate those processes,
         to remind us how to plan, vision, set goals, clarify values, and motivate ourselves and others; any number of techniques and
         tools are available to help us get organized, manage our time, and be more efficient.
      

      
      What’s missing is a fundamental understanding of, and effective model for, the dynamics of the process as a whole—a way to
         make it all work. Is there some coherent method that encompasses that totality yet can be applied to any part of it, at any
         time?
      

      
      Indeed there is, and it is the subject of this book. Making It All Work is a manual for getting anything and everything on track—from a bloated e-mail in-box to a significant professional challenge
         or your next vacation. The same principles and practices are applicable to them all, and when these techniques are incorporated
         across the spectrum of life and work, a wonderful integration takes place. Work takes on a lighter quality, and life itself
         becomes a successful enterprise.
      

      
      Approaching work is a game, and one that’s fun to play, as long as we know the purpose, the boundaries, the contents, and
         the rules. When any of those parameters are unclear, we develop unnecessary stress and are ineffective. But if, on the
         other hand, a bullet-proof, trusted process is in place which you know you can apply whenever needed to clarify and align
         your thinking and resources—no matter what’s going on—it’s much easier to experience a heightened sense of freedom and spontaneity
         with how you spend your time in your job.
      

      
      Similarly, we need to be more practical, efficient, and effective in much of the rest of our day-to-day experience, incorporating
         business’s best practices into many of the activities that we label as “personal.” The business of our lives will be a good
         one as long as we know the business we’re in, the nature of the transactions we must perform, and how to handle those outcomes
         and actions effectively. The paradox is that when the mechanics of our day-to-day lives are not handled in an effectively
         engineered fashion, our ability to actually be personal is diminished. To serve our families, our individual health and well-being, and our recreational and creative needs
         optimally, many businesslike behaviors are required.
      

      
      The game of work and the business of life are really the same thing, when it comes down to the principles and behaviors and
         techniques that eliminate distraction and foster beneficial focus. And winning at both work and life is not a matter of crossing
         some distant finish line. It’s about internalizing a set of responses and behaviors that are consistently successful when
         applied to any aspect of life and work that could be functioning better.
      

      
      In 2001 I published my first book, Getting Things Done: The Art of Stress-Free Productivity, which has not only gone on to sell hundreds of thousands of copies in almost thirty languages but has spawned a worldwide
         following among the widest range of people imaginable, including corporate executives, university professors, software engineers,
         soldiers, musicians, students, and the clergy. The acronym GTD, as the methodology described in that book has come to be known,
         has become a standard item in the lexicon of self-management, and a Web search for the term generates literally millions of
         references.
      

      
      For several years after Getting Things Done’s publication, whenever I was asked, “What’s next?” by people enthusiastically implementing its practices, my answer was
         simply, “Read Getting Things Done again!” Its five stages of processing your “stuff” into real outcomes and actions and maintaining a reviewable inventory
         of your commitments was, is, and always will be the most effective way to get control of your immediate environment and psyche.
         Likewise, assessing the six distinct Horizons of Focus at which you have agreements and attention was, is, and always will
         be the way to trust your priority decisions. My experience has shown me, however, that there is still a wide gap between understanding
         and implementation, and that almost everyone can benefit from applying the models even more effectively and consistently across
         the whole spectrum of personal and organizational life. The GTD method has been experienced by some of the most sophisticated
         people in the world as novel, effective, and profound—yet it should be the way we all approach the game of work and the business
         of life.
      

      
      There are many layers to the unpeeling of the GTD onion and multiple levels of it to “get.” Even some of the greatest advocates
         of GTD, who feel they really did “get it,” and who keep on keeping on with the process in all its fine-tuned details, have
         still probably not fully tapped the depth and breadth of its power. The most sophisticated users “get” that there is a lot
         that they have yet to “get.” When people first encounter my methods, more control, energy, focus, and creativity are unleashed than they expect. I have struggled over the years with ways to urge GTD users that the more conscientiously
         they adopt its procedures, the more motivation they will have to apply them in even broader contexts, and to apply them more
         consistently. Their potential to improve personal and professional environments is remarkable and has only begun to be tapped.
      

      
      As many have discovered, these principles and processes go far beyond motivational positive-thinking pep rallies and offer,
         instead, very practical approaches for recognizing and relieving the pressures that can throw us off. Although that message
         was implicit in Getting Things Done, it deserves a much broader exposition. Implementing some of the basic and rather mundane techniques of GTD provided immediate
         relief from the pain created by the overwhelming input and changing contexts of highly active people. That has been such an
         unfulfilled need that it has catapulted my model into global awareness and acceptance. Simply having a trusted way to keep
         from drowning in e-mail can be a critical life preserver. But the issues and the solutions remain significantly larger than
         that.
      

      
      People are still desperate for some light at the end of the “overwhelmingly busy” tunnel, and they need a direct and practical
         guide to find it. Many of the readers of my first book and followers of GTD have acknowledged that they have only just started
         the process and have only partially implemented it. And among those who jumped in wholeheartedly, a majority has found that
         they have rather easily “fallen off the wagon.”
      

      
      There has been a widely expressed desire for a more complete explication of GTD principles and how they can be integrated
         more fully and consistently. Because I have been privy to an extraordinary range and volume of positive feedback for Getting Things Done as well as from the thousands of people who have attended our seminars and used our materials, I have been able to achieve
         another level of insight and an awareness about this body of work, especially the tenets that lie behind the concrete work
         flow and focus methods. I have come to realize that the principles underlying those techniques have much broader implications and multifaceted applications that go far beyond a mere “personal organizing system.” I’ve known
         for many years that there was an even greater power inherent in the adoption of these techniques—personally, interactively,
         and organizationally. But only in the last decade have I begun to extract the essence of how and why that’s true. I
         developed a one-day seminar titled “GTD: The Road Map” explicitly to home in on that understanding and offer universally useful
         techniques to leverage it. Making It All Work presents a practical implementation for accessing that power.
      

      
      While Getting Things Done offered a primer and a simple manual, Making It All Work is intended to provide you with a road map—one that will enhance your abilities to process life and work in tandem. The tools
         for operating your car are different from the manual for fixing it and the map you need to keep you on course and get you
         where you’re going. And though knowing how to drive a car is a highly useful skill, understanding the basics of how a car
         works provides an underlying freedom and confidence.
      

      
      Making It All Work is not intended to supplant or change any of the information in Getting Things Done; rather, it builds on its principles and applies them to even greater effect. Applying GTD to any degree actually gives a
         real experience of positive self-management—people experience more control and a more constructive perspective. That has been
         true for situations as varied as getting a handle on paper strewn all over an office to managing a merger with another division
         to dealing with the death of a life partner. You need to feel you have a grip on things and are directing them appropriately.
         You need to have enough of a sense of command of a situation to be able to think constructively beyond survival, and then,
         when you can think about what you’re doing, you need to feel like there is direction and meaning to your focus and investment
         of resources.
      

      
      There are many different kinds of situations in which the techniques for achieving greater control and perspective can be
         constructively applied and the approach that will be most useful in the moment can change frequently. Mid-morning it might
         make the most sense to clean up your in-basket, while after lunch it could be best to brainstorm a big project. Before your team tries to get organized,
         it might more appropriately clarify its driving vision. Before your family thinks about its next vacation, it could be more
         fruitful to complete some key projects. In other words, you won’t at any specific point in time ever need or want to be concentrating
         on everything that needs to be controlled and aligned in your life and work. You will never want to go everywhere on any of
         your maps. But it will be good to know what works best for a specific problem and which viewing point would serve you best
         in a particular circumstance.
      

      
      Each one of the eleven main parts of the models I will present in Making It All Work has applications in almost every sector of life. And each segment embodies practical steps that have instant stand-alone
         value for improving a wide variety of problematic situations, which you can use anywhere, anytime. You don’t have to commit
         to some major “system implementation” to find great merit in understanding a particular technique from any one of the sections.
         The whole is greater than the sum of the parts, as I think you’ll agree, but the fact remains, many people will resist utilizing
         any of these methods if they believe they are all necessarily tied together. Some readers who encountered the GTD model assumed
         that such a complete and detailed methodology was simply too much to deal with. There’s plenty for all of us to explore and
         expand upon within any part of this overall set of practices.
      

      
      There are principles that underlie the principles for getting things done, and an awareness of them offers great value to
         a much broader spectrum of society than just the audience of “high-performing professionals” who gravitated toward my earlier
         writings and teaching. For instance, the first step in gaining control of work flow is to capture everything that has your
         attention—write it all down, then get it into a trusted “bucket” until you can decide what it means and what you’re going
         to do with it. The underlying principle of clearing the air (externally and internally) by identifying those things that are
         pulling or pushing on the psyche holds equally true in social situations in which you want to gain more control, such as a conversation with your kids, or in your chamber of commerce committee meeting.
         Once you really get the basic principle of increasing productivity and decreasing stress by keeping things out of your head instead of inside
         it, you will discover countless ways to benefit from it. If you understand the principles that lie underneath the GTD methods,
         and how and why they work, then you attain all kinds of freedom to implement those principles in whatever way you want.
      

      
      For Those Already Familiar with GTD

      
      In my experience, people who have embraced the GTD model seem to fall into three basic categories:

      
      
         	Those who think they got it, but didn’t really get it.
            
         

         	Those who got some of it and realize they didn’t really apply it like they should.
         

         	Those who really got it, and really implemented it to an “advanced” level.
         

      

      
      (If you’re wondering about the group that got it but didn’t think it was worth doing, I have to say honestly that I have not
         heard from or about those people, if they exist at all.) In all the years since the initial publication of Getting Things Done, I’ve never received any feedback complaining that the model doesn’t work. Virtually all we hear from readers is that “it’s
         powerful, it’s great, just a little bit has made a ton of difference, I’ve only started, I know it works—but I’ve just not
         been able to get myself to fully work it,” and so on.
      

      
      For Group 1—those who believe they’ve really implemented the GTD model because of their success with a particular part of
         it— I want to challenge you to take another look into what a total productivity model involves. A common impression of my
         work is that it provides world-class tips and tricks for getting control of e-mail and paper filing (which it does); because
         those benefits were so rewarding, many people didn’t dig any deeper into the application of, say, the Horizons of Focus, which address the issue of priorities.
         They also didn’t explore why the principles that lay behind those useful techniques were so powerful. Tech-oriented adherents
         of GTD often got so enthralled with the value of lists—which ones to draw up and how to sort and organize them—that they
         didn’t advance to the next step of understanding the thought processes required to generate what goes on the lists or the necessity of making them complete and ubiquitous— practices that are much more central to the process.
      

      
      For Group 2—the folks who recognize there’s huge value in GTD but who haven’t been able to get or keep themselves consistently
         on board with it—I want to rekindle your enthusiasm with a fresh and enhanced exposition of the models and supply more avenues
         and possibilities for applying its principles. There are many GTD users who have expressed the desire to have more of it “stick,”
         and Making It All Work will give you the impetus to make this happen.
      

      
      For Group 3—the people who caught the game and really did follow through with a thorough adoption of its principles—I want
         to reinforce your successes and supply more and enhanced ways in which you can utilize what you already know works. As a significant
         minority of the GTD-aware population, you already have discovered that the real productivity methods have even deeper and
         richer applications. You are lifelong learners who recognize that you have undertaken a lifestyle curriculum.
      

      
      For Those Who Are New to GTD

      
      The purpose of Making It All Work is to reinforce and deepen the understanding of the core GTD principles—why they work, what positive results can be achieved
         with an almost infinite range of applications, and what negative consequences ensue when they are ignored.
      

      
      Familiarity with my previous writings is not a prerequisite for reading and gleaning great value from Making It All Work, although you would find Getting Things Done a very useful and complementary resource. Getting Things Done is full of step-by-step instructions about how best to create a customized productivity system. It contains many practical
         details and techniques, which won’t necessarily be repeated in this book, though I will review the basics of the GTD model
         and share examples of how people have experienced their own applications of it—mainly as validation of its effectiveness but
         also to provide a larger context for understanding its implications.
      

      
      Here I will be stressing and elaborating on the essential underlying components that make the GTD model work, and why they
         resonate on so many levels with so many people. You will find many valuable nuggets that can be extremely useful across the
         broad spectrum of your current and future reality.
      

      
      I will share some of the universal techniques that have emerged in and around GTD. They will likely be able to be improved
         upon over the coming years, and new ways of working them will certainly be developed. For instance, when the Star Trek–ish computer is finally invented that recognizes your voice in all of your common environments, is easily programmable, and
         is managed by you with vocal commands, you will simply say out loud:
      

      
      “Computer!”

      
      “Yes, David.”

      
      “Bread—sourdough”

      
      … and it will be in the grocery bag at your front door in your next semiweekly delivery.

      
      “Computer!”

      
      “Yes, David.”

      
      “Area of focus—fun—next time in New York—sculpture exhibits.”

      
      … and whenever “New York” is on your schedule, you will receive an e-mail with links to sculpture exhibits on those dates.
         Your automatic review of your areas of focus, interest, and responsibility, which shows up on your computer every six weeks,
         will likewise include “sculpture exhibits in New York” on the list, under your previously described category of “fun.”
      

      
      As of this writing, the technology exists to create such a system, even if easy accessibility doesn’t. But the productive
         set of behaviors it encompasses—having an idea, and then capturing it in a trusted system that will ensure it is appropriately
         processed, organized, and fed back to you when and how you want to see it—will be highly functional now and forever. Your
         task at this time, if you believe such a project might be worth undertaking, is to figure out how you could accomplish those
         “knowledge-work athletics” on your own.
      

      
      HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

      
      I highly recommend that you keep a notepad and pen or other recording device close at hand as you continue to read (or listen
         to) this book. Doing so would be implementing one of the core principles itself—noticing what you are noticing, which might be something you would want to do something about, and capturing it when you have the thought. This material
         has a way of triggering all kinds of direct and indirect thinking, some of which will likely contain the seeds of some very
         important content for your world in the future. There will be many universes passing through your mind between here and the
         end of the book—so don’t lose the opportunity to mine the gold to be found there!
      

      
      It’s a good practice to have some sort of capture tool at hand whenever you are in a mode to potentially be thinking of anything
         of value—even if later you do nothing with your notes. Simply having the device available is an “assumed affirmation”—it tees
         up a part of your awareness to be more focused on potential value. You are “acting as if” there might be value, and that, in and of itself, will likely serve as a self-fulfilling prophecy.
      

      
      Making It All Work will also provide you with the opportunity to do some beneficial self-coaching, as well as present some proven, highly effective
         models for consulting with others—whether individuals you may be relating to or groups with which you are involved. As I continue
         to grow and expand in my life and career, I constantly need to remind myself of aspects of this material I need to get focused
         on and on course in the situations I find myself in. I didn’t write this book because I’m already done with this material
         (heavens, no!)—I’m simply sharing an understanding of some highly effective techniques that we all have and can and will use
         to great benefit.
      

      
      I guarantee you will find fertile food for thought here. I have yet to meet any conscious, open, and creative person who wouldn’t
         admit to an interest in and awareness of improvements they could make in being more capable of controlling aspects of their
         world and keeping the optimum focus for themselves. The contents of this book are not final answers but trustworthy and workable
         approaches to finding them. And more important, Making It All Work will provide a road map for identifying what questions you should be asking, and when and how best to execute the resolutions.
      

      
      AFFIRMING SUCCESS

      
      As Olympic athletes have known for years, it greatly improves perception and performance to visualize a successful outcome
         to any endeavor, before you actually undertake it. To that end, I suggest you now stop reading or listening for a moment
         and bring an image to mind of what you’d really like to get out of an exploration of the material in Making It All Work.

      
      To begin, think about why you bought this book or audiobook. There are certainly many other choices you could have made and
         be engaged with right now. What, particularly, attracted you to pick this title? What were you hoping you could get from it?
      

      
      Let me affirm or expand your options for a moment. What if you had the ability to gain control and perspective whenever you
         felt you had lost it? How would you feel if you were confident that you had found a totally trusted process to bring you back
         on track, on top of your game, whenever you felt it was necessary? What risks might you be willing to take, risks that you
         haven’t yet dared, if you really knew you had those skills and tools? What wildly successful experiences could possibly happen
         for you if you did have that confidence?
      

      
      I can guarantee you that, with a willingness to experiment, a small amount of focus and discipline, and mastery of a few simple techniques, those kinds of results and even greater ones are achievable.
         In the course of this book I’ll be walking you through many different levels of how you’re engaged with work and life. While
         some of the most significant areas that can be improved will actually be some of the more mundane, such as how you deal with
         e-mail or how you keep track of family projects, I want to encourage you to not lose sight of the ultimate goal here, which
         is to always have at your disposal everything you need to right yourself and your various enterprises consistently and to
         get back on course.
      

      
      NOT ABOUT THE ANSWERS, BUT ABOUT TRUSTING YOUR ANSWERS

      
      Don’t expect Making It All Work to provide you with substantive answers to specific questions like: What should I do about changing jobs? Should I commit
         to another relationship? Should I buy the company? Should we get a puppy? Applying the methods in this book will, however,
         help you develop the self-assurance to trust your own solutions.
      

      
      Getting Things Done provided hope, a belief for which the world has recently been starved. It affirmed that there is light at the end of the
         tunnel and that, with a little guidance, anyone can get back on top of his or her tumultuous world of overwhelming input,
         rapid change, and infinite options.
      

      
      Making It All Work will deliver the keys to engender trust, and that’s where we all need and want to go. Every decision and, indeed, even every
         action, is a risk. You could never know enough to know, in the moment, that what you are doing in the moment is the perfect
         thing to do. In this world there is no magic formula that can be trusted to eliminate all doubt, nor will there ever be. But
         there are very real and practical things we can do that can minimize those risks and maximize our willingness and capability
         to engage. Being in a state of freedom and flow is supported by our confidence in what we’re doing, given the totality of
         our awareness.
      

      
      Nothing is perfect, final, or fixed in this material world. As soon as we are tempted to believe it is, we’ve probably set
         ourselves up for disappointment. What we’re truly striving for is the permanence that we can count on, amid all the change
         and flux. And the most permanent, secure, and stable thing we can possess is a foolproof way to deal with impermanence, insecurity,
         and surprise. A real connection with some greater awareness of the wellspring of our being and our universe will always provide
         the ultimate relief and resolution. But, as an Arab proverb so appropriately counsels: Trust in Allah, and tie your camel.
      

   
      2 | The GTD Phenomenon

      
         Just as the tumultuous chaos of a thunderstorm brings a nurturing rain that allows life to flourish, so too in human affairs
               times of advancement are preceded by times of disorder. Success comes to those who can weather the storm.

         —I Ching

      

      
      Why have the simple formulas described in Getting Things Done sparked such a significant buzz? What is it about this set of familiar, easily grasped concepts and behaviors that has triggered
         such an enthusiastic response?
      

      
      While there may be reasons of which I’m unaware—sometimes fads and phenomena do spread for no apparent reason—I do know of
         four factors that have contributed to the growth of GTD’s popularity.
      

      
      First of all, the concepts work, in an understandable and logical way.

      
      Second, they are easily implemented, by anyone, at any time, with common tools everyone has.

      
      Third, the problems that GTD addresses, and the awareness of them, continue to grow steadily and globally.

      
      Fourth, the model corresponds to something deeper and more intuitive that resonates in the human psyche at many levels.
      

      
      The Concepts Work

      
      The GTD model was researched, tested, and honed in the context of real situations involving real people. For the most part
         I sought to discover self-management techniques that worked and then examined why they worked. I believed that if I could identify the principles that underlay the effectiveness of a particular technique,
         I could then apply those principles in an infinite number of ways with any number of techniques and methods that could help
         me get more done with more freedom and focus.
      

      
      For instance, I became fascinated with the question of why, after making a big list of everything that was on my mind, I felt
         differently about the tasks facing me and why my thinking about them became much clearer. Nothing had changed in my world
         per se; all I had done was to express what was on my mind in an objective way. I worked with the hypothesis that the reason
         I felt better was that if an obligation remained recorded only mentally, some part of me constantly kept thinking that it
         should be attended to, creating a situation that was inherently stressful and unproductive. By writing it down, I was able
         at least to begin to loosen its grip on me. Were these principles that could be applied anywhere, with anyone, at any time,
         and produce the same result?
      

      
      I followed a similar process to derive the entire core set of principles that constitute GTD, and then I asked myself if there
         was something about how and why these processes worked that could be understood at a deeper level and consequently applied
         in more universal ways to improve things.
      

      
      It turns out that absolutely everything that was effective within the original set of methods was connected to a deeper and
         more fundamental truth about how things work and how we work them. Processing “stuff” out of your in-basket reflects the most appropriate way to create a cooperative relationship with anything
         new in your environment. Organizing and reviewing your inventory of incomplete items in your world relates not only to getting
         on top of your workload but also to productively manage a big project or your relationship with your parents. Clarifying your
         areas of focus and responsibility at work facilitates a much greater sense of focus about your work projects; when you apply
         that across your life, it will increase your balance and integration with your broader life experience. The applications and
         implications of each part of the GTD model seemed to be limitless.
      

      
      GTD’S SUCCESS IN THE HIGH-TECH WORLD

      
      Just how well GTD did prove to work is reflected, I think, in the surprising phenomenon of its rapid and viral spread through
         the technology/IT/blog community. As of this writing there is an average of more than fifty new and unique blog postings a
         day ( just in the English language) referring in some way to GTD. While its principles themselves have very little to do,
         specifically, with software, computers, or the raft of new technogadgets that have flooded the marketplace, I have some guesses
         as to why it has been adopted so enthusiastically in this quarter.
      

      
      I’m about as lazy as anyone on the planet, and nearly every geek and computer-oriented person I know leans in that direction
         as well. Programmers work long hours trying to design stuff that keeps them from having to work long hours. The nature of
         computing is to make things easier, faster, more powerful, and more coherent—in other words, to help get more done with less
         effort. Maximize output with minimum input is the essence of both productivity improvement and GTD principles, so it would
         seem natural that people attracted to the world of computers would gravitate to ideas that line up with those interests.
      

      
      Computer programs must deal with all possible cases in their proscribed universes by establishing a coherent set of rules.
         Similarly, there are no leaks, no bugs, and no ambiguous or overlooked elements in the prescriptions of GTD. The model gives you the formula
         about what to do with anything and everything you might encounter in daily life—how to accept, evaluate, integrate, organize, and reassess it accordingly. One techie convert to GTD explained to me, “David, you’ve just laid out all the subroutines
         that need to be run on whatever shows up in your universe.”
      

      
      Many in the technology world are also eager early adopters. Because GTD represents a new approach to some of the long-standing
         issues of time management and organization, along with a promise for something most people have never given themselves permission
         to try to achieve—stress-free productivity—it does require openness and a bit of adventurousness to accept its precepts.
      

      
      GTD is also system-in de pen dent, which means that almost any kind of personal organizing structure or software can be used
         to implement its principles. Because what I teach is actually not a system but a systematic approach, it can be adapted to take advantage of many of the features of software applications that have seldom been used before. Thousands
         of users of popular enterprise desktop software, such as Microsoft Outlook and Lotus Notes, have rarely had good enough
         reason to utilize their Task or To-Do functions. But once they see how those features can be configured for GTD, they discover
         and access a new power in this software. GTD has also established a platform of thinking and organizing that has given rise
         to literally hundreds of homegrown software applications that have been developed by the techies who wanted to create their
         own customized spin on it.
      

      
      WHY OTHER SYSTEMS AND MODELS HAVE FAILED

      
      Perhaps the main reason the world is discovering that GTD works is that it’s the first model that has really worked: nothing else designed to address the same problems seems to have come close to being as functional. The majority
         of previous solutions were either inappropriately simplistic, incomplete, or unnatural—or some combination of these.
      

      
      What people usually mean when they want to “get organized” is that they need to get control of their physical and psychic environments. That realistically can’t be achieved with one simple activity. You must first
         capture and then clarify everything that is potentially unclear and out of place in your world before you can organize it
         appropriately; even after you’ve done that, you must also have a regular review process. GTD is the first popular system
         that has coached people to start with a current-reality objective inventory of everything on their mind, before making any
         value judgments about it.
      

      
      In a similar vein, other systems have neglected to incorporate all the components that are critical for gaining control and
         perspective. If a model focused on priorities, it usually didn’t deal with effective ways to get the lower-priority issues
         out of the way as efficiently as possible, without neglecting any commitments. And even if it did champion the value of setting
         goals, it typically didn’t delineate how many different kinds and levels of goals there are with which we operate, each of
         which requires very different kinds of structures to keep in place.
      

      
      Overall, every model or system I’ve researched likewise seems to assume that you can start from scratch with a current, accurate,
         and total perspective; create commitments and structures based on intelligent and rational thinking from a current, accurate,
         and total perspective; and maintain a stability and coherence in your implementation of everything that can hold your focus
         and your actions pristinely to those preconceived goals and plans. Good luck. Ever met anyone who had a life that stable and
         simple?
      

      
      Real experience is a lot messier than that. We engage with our world, we have some sense of what’s important to us internally,
         at many different levels, and we try to stay in control and keep our focus as best we can. Not only are we constantly surprised
         by unexpected input and experience on the outside, we’re constantly growing and changing our own perspectives. If you try
         to overformulate some model of focus and organization that doesn’t take that flux into account and give you a way to improve
         your navigation within it, it won’t stick. GTD sticks.
      

      
      GOOD DESIGN=ELIMINATION OF DR AG

      
      Perhaps the best way to understand why GTD works so effectively is to think, design-wise, about the elimination of drag.
      

      
      For many years I wondered why it is that the people who need GTD the least are those who are the most interested in it and
         are inspired to use it. The individuals who hire our coaches to work with them on improving work flow are usually not at the
         lower rungs of performance; they are more typically already the top producers, most effective leaders, and most efficient
         people. Why? It is this group that is characteristically most aware of the negative consequences of system hindrance and drag.
      

      
      If someone is already in his comfort zone and not interested in achieving results more smoothly and expansively, he probably
         won’t be sensitized to any potential performance enhancements, or even deem them necessary or valuable. The popularity of
         GTD to a large extent has been due to the hunger in the expanding cadres of upperlevel performers, in life and work, for
         a system that really works to reduce friction and increase flow. GTD provides sufficient structure to contain the complexity,
         although with an organic kind of flexibility that can maintain stability amid an infinite variety of forms of growth, change,
         and surprise.
      

      
      The Principles Are Simple and Easily Implemented

      
      You don’t have to buy any special product or learn any new skills to begin to “do GTD” instantly. Virtually everything in
         the process involves familiar behaviors that are both simple and rooted in basic common sense. The only specific requirements
         are something to write with, a mind that works sufficiently, and a place that can hold the lists you create.
      

      
      A key reason for the continuing growth of GTD is that its techniques are based on fundamental, universal human principles—not
         more variable cultural, professional, or psychological differentiations. In the many years I and my staff have been involved
         in working with this material, we have yet to find any particular category of people that gains more value than any other from an understanding and implementation
         of GTD. We have applied it with children, CEOs of major corporations, artists, project managers, shop-floor workers, families,
         students, clergy, and retirees. We have trained Fortune 50 corporations, global not-for-profits, high-tech start-ups, mom-and-pop
         businesses, and government agencies. We have introduced GTD methods into every type of industry—financial services, utilities,
         health care, energy, transportation, aerospace, consumer products, technology, and education. We find equal receptivity in
         Germany, Saudi Arabia, Estonia, Puerto Rico, Canada, and Brazil. And we have found no prevalence in the acceptance of the
         techniques by personality type, learning style, or sex.
      

      
      The Problem and Perceived Need Are Growing

      
      If GTD solved a problem that was unique and restricted to a very small population, its popularity would have been limited.
         Likewise, if it addressed an issue that wasn’t especially critical, in the grand scheme of human endeavor, one wouldn’t expect
         it to be widely adopted. The fact is, huge numbers of people are increasingly experiencing greater amounts of stress, a sense
         of loss of control, and an inability to focus sufficiently. In response to that situation, a recognition of the need for regaining
         our equilibrium is growing worldwide.
      

      
      Ultimately what we desire is more freedom, not more work. At the same time we want to be capable of dealing with surprise,
         which is occurring more frequently than ever before. What we have, in short, is a desperate need to learn how to manage—not
         information but rather what things mean and how they all relate to each other.
      

      
      A SURPLUS OF SURPRISE

      
      I’ve often been asked, “What is it that’s new, David, in the world of technology, communication, and information that’s causing
         so much stress?” My answer is pretty simple—“Nothing’s new except how frequently everything is new.”
      

      
      Change always produces some form of stress, for our entire world is designed to maintain stasis. When something new happens
         that must be integrated into the existing system and set of data, something else has to give way to make room for it. It’s
         ironic that even the most positive changes often create significant pressures and pains. They require the recalibration of
         relationships and self-images, and force the upheaval of familiar structures and patterns.
      

      
      While that’s always been true, what’s different in today’s world is that in the last three days you have probably received
         more change-producing, project-creating, and priority-shifting input than your parents received in a month … and for some
         of them, in a year. Such upheavals happened relatively so seldom in their world, they just tolerated the stress. You are living
         in a near-constant state of it, as your adoption of new technology has permitted all kinds of things to be landing in your
         e-mail and your voice mail, any one of which could undermine what you think your priorities should be.
      

      
      Whether you are relating to that stream of new inputs as good or bad has a lot to do with your confidence that you can deal
         with it in a positive, sustainable way, without it simply overwhelming you and your systems, and that you can integrate what
         it means to you as you recalibrate all of your commitments on the fly. If, on the other hand, you are not up to that task,
         you’ll feel like you’re drowning in a sea of confusion and shifting commitments of focus.
      

      
      NOT INFORMATION, BUT POTENTIAL-MEANING OVERLOAD

      
      Most popular self-help regimens have sought to address two issues that are in fact subtle phantoms: time management and
         information management. Their solutions have typically involved introducing appropriate design into a given system, the use
         of a calendar (and a watch), and the adoption of speed, space, sorting, and selecting tools and technology.
      

      
      Neither of these is actually the cause of our stress, however. You can’t really manage time; time just is. What you can manage is yourself— your focus and your actions. Time is what creates the awareness of constraint, which then forces the real issue, which involves
         where and when you allocate your resources. When you are fully and optimally self-managed, time actually disappears. You’re
         just engaged. There’s no sense of lack, conflict, or imbalance in your experience.
      

      
      The real issue that needs to be addressed, rather, is potential meaning overload. Nature, one of the most complex environments
         we can experience, is actually relaxing to us, because our minds love infinite complexity and variation. But the data of nature
         are fundamentally self-evident: the meaning of the sight and sounds of bears, bees, and berries, once you’ve had a little
         experience with them, are obvious. A piece of datum like an e-mail, however, is a lot more obtuse, as it involves opening
         it, reading it, interpreting and evaluating it, and integrating all these subtle inputs and variables into a coherent whole.
         You are, in effect, confronting daily a hundred or more different potential bears, bees, or berries.
      

      
      Your success in dealing with such stress will lie in your ability to apply effective thinking techniques to each item, quickly,
         and to develop a way to then move the contents into appropriate buckets. That’s what GTD teaches and why it works uniquely
         in the heat of the current-day realities.
      

      
      GETTING THINGS DONE IS A LEARNABLE PROCESS, NOT AN INBORN TR AIT

      
      Another factor in the spread of GTD has been the increasing demand for productivity, pure and simple. The world is expecting
         more and more that people will have an ability to make things happen—to get things done. While inspiration and innovation
         are crucial, if a company or individual cannot execute the plan, the goal, the vision, all the best ideas and strategies are
         useless.
      

      
      But can you really train someone to get things done? Can a definable set of behaviors increase that facility? Popular belief
         still holds that certain people are by nature more productive, while others just aren’t born that way. A similar preconception used to be applied to salespeople, until one day someone woke up and realized
         that there was a characteristic, identifiable sales process. Some individuals understood it more intuitively and spontaneously than others, but it actually involved a particular set
         of procedures that could be taught, learned, and implemented.
      

      
      A comparable phenomenon has taken place in the area of creativity and innovation. People were once thought to be either wired
         to be creative and innovative, or not. Wrong. There actually is an innovation process. If someone follows the appropriate prescription of behaviors, he or she will experience an enhanced output of creative and
         innovative ideas and solutions.
      

      
      Not surprisingly, there is an analogous process for getting things done—a process that GTD defined. The growing recognition
         that the process can be learned, shared, and implemented, by both individuals and cultures, has triggered a response that
         has begun to reverberate around the world.
      

      
      It Matches Something Fundamental and Intuitive

      
      The final reason that I have identified for the growing recognition of GTD is one that I doubt I can explain in nice, concise
         terms, for it involves the more subtle arenas of psychology, aesthetics, and spirituality. I don’t claim to have any significant
         expertise in any of these fields, but there is an aspect of GTD and its expression that seems to resonate with something deeper
         and more meaningful than simply the specifics of the topics and contents with which it coaches people to work. I will be bold
         enough to suggest that GTD approaches the world in much the same way that art, psychology, and spirituality have: as a framework
         to understand and experience new levels and depths of truth and reality.
      

      
      We typically don’t interact with our world in a preconceived, linear, logical, top-down manner. We certainly are capable of
         doing that kind of thinking and analyzing, but we are usually forced to confront a somewhat different reality, one in which things happen that don’t fit into clear and rational categories.
      

      
      We do seem, in a very broad sense, to have a drive, an impulse, something very basic that motivates and guides us, from the
         inside out. But for most people, most of the time, that drive does not offer a very conscious and objective plan. If you review
         your life, you may discover that you indeed have had some sort of direction all along, but it probably wasn’t clear-cut and
         obvious as you were moving down the path.
      

      
      What was true, certainly, is that you were engaged in a constant stream of experiences—a vast majority of which were unplanned and unexpected. But you quickly made meaning out of those experiences, that is, you
         created a relationship to their content. Somehow all along there was a connection between your own internal blueprint and
         what you encountered in the world.
      

      
      Assuming that we seek improvements in how we do what we do, then choosing tools and techniques that start with, incorporate,
         and support this vision of our lives makes for the most productive course of action. GTD deals equally with an incorporation
         of all the inputs from external sources, and a sensitivity to and recognition of any and all internal directions and impulses.
         And it doesn’t demand that you have any of it figured out when you begin. We relate with our world by accepting, clarifying,
         sorting, reflecting, and engaging; GTD simply recognizes that underlying formula for the human experience, makes it more conscious,
         and allows you to leverage that awareness in increasingly dynamic ways.
      

      
      ABOUT UNCOVERING WHAT’S ALREADY THERE

      
      GTD has never promoted committing to something new and grand, or getting passionately involved in your life. The process simply
         asks that you identify what’s already true for you. We all have enough to do—we’ve all committed to way more than fifteen
         of us could possibly finish or fulfill. The assumptions of this model are that you’re already endowed with all the creativity,
         motivation, inspiration, and intelligence that you’ll ever need. You simply need to sharpen your ability to recognize what exists, at deeper and more expanded
         levels, eliminate whatever obstacles prevent their fullest expression, and supply yourself with the tools to be able to capture,
         form, and express your gifts more fully in the world. GTD has universal appeal because there is no agenda it tries to promote,
         other than providing the best and easiest ways to return a sense of control and perspective to your life, in case you’ve slipped
         behind in either of them.
      

      
      IT HAS A KIND OF STYLE …

      
      GTD has a certain sophistication in providing a context that always seems to give you a map that can reveal what lies ahead
         of wherever you are. Again, remember that it is not a system, but a systematic approach. Systems will always have a limited
         life span because, as form follows function, the desired results will continually change, in quality and quantity, and the
         systems to achieve them must accordingly be undone and redone. An approach, however, if it is the right one, will be adaptable and flexible over time, able to support new and expanded content. The
         GTD model is unique in granting equal weight to everything you might encounter in life. Everything, and nothing, is sacred.
         Your life purpose? Fine. Need cat food? Great. If it has your attention, it contains gold to be mined. If it doesn’t, don’t
         waste your energy thinking about it.
      

      
      GTD is also notable for its subtlety because, as simple as it is, it often touches into very delicate areas of your involvements
         and interests. Problems that involve some of your deeper emotions and elusive issues occasionally grab your attention and
         create distraction, and GTD provides an anchor for developing and grounding your own thinking and awareness about them. If,
         for instance, you are bold enough to “collect” an issue like “dad and hospice?” in your in-basket, mature enough to decide
         an outcome, and forthright enough to choose a next action to take toward that outcome, you will have applied GTD successfully
         and probably accessed levels in your consciousness that are almost unfathomable in their sensitivity and complexity.
      

      
      So What, Really, Is GTD?

      
      For those who may be unfamiliar with GTD, and as a comprehensive overview for those who have some experience with it already,
         it might be useful here to describe some of GTD’s key principles.
      

      
      Because so many individuals and even entire companies (particularly in the software arena) have, in the last few years, attributed
         a GTD influence in their products, services, and value propositions, in 2006 I wrote up a document for our Web site to describe,
         as best I could, what this methodology is about.
      

         Sophisticated without being confining, the subtle effectiveness of GTD lies in its radically commonsense notion that with
            a complete and current inventory of all your commitments, organized and reviewed in a systematic way, you can focus clearly,
            view your world from optimal angles, and make trusted choices about what to do (and not do) at any moment. GTD embodies an
            easy, step-by-step, and highly efficient method for achieving this relaxed, productive state. It includes:
         

      
      Capturing anything and everything that has your attention

      
      Defining actionable things discretely into outcomes and concrete next steps

      
      Organizing reminders and information in the most streamlined way, in appropriate categories, based on how and when you need
         to access them
      

      
      Keeping current and “on your game” with appropriately frequent reviews of the six horizons of your commitments (purpose, vision,
         goals, areas of focus, projects, and actions)
      

      
         Implementing GTD alleviates being overwhelmed, instills confidence, and releases a flood of creative energy. It provides structure
            without constraint, managing details with maximum flexibility. The system rigorously adheres to the core principles of productivity, while allowing tremendous freedom in the
            “how.” The only “right” way to do GTD is getting meaningful things done with truly the least amount of invested attention
            and energy. Coaching thousands of people, where they work, about their work, has informed the GTD method with the best practices
            of how to work (and live), in that most efficient and productive way.
         

         GTD’s simplicity, flexibility, and immediacy are its attraction. Its ability to enliven, enlighten, and empower is its magic.
            What, indeed, is GTD? More than meets the eye …
         

      GTD is no more or less complex than this; anything added or subtracted from it is probably off-purpose to what this whole
         methodology is about.
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