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it will take more of your attention than it deserves. — David Allen

INTRODUCTION
David Allen is widely recognized as the world’s leading expert on personal and organizational
productivity. His thirty-year pioneering research and coaching to corporate managers and CEOs of
some of America’s most prestigious corporations and institutions has earned him Forbes’
recognition as one of the top five executive coaches in the U.S. and Business 2.0 magazine's
inclusion in their 2006 list of the "50 Who Matter Now." Time Magazine called his flagship book,
Getting Things Done, “the definitive business self-help book of the decade.” Fast Company
Magazine called David “one of the world’s most influential thinkers” in the arena of personal
productivity, for his outstanding programs and writing on time and stress management, the power
of aligned focus and vision, and his groundbreaking methodologies in management and executive
peak performance. David is the international best-selling author of Getting Things Done: the Art of
Stress-Free Productivity; Ready for Anything: 52 Productivity Principles for Work and Life; and
Making It All Work: Winning at the Game of Work and the Business of Life. He is the engineer of
GTD®, the popular Getting Things Done® methodology that has shown millions how to transform
a fast-paced, overwhelming, overcommitted life into one that is balanced, integrated, relaxed, and
has more successful outcomes. He continues to write articles and essays that address today’s
ever-changing issues about living and working in a fast-paced world while sustaining balance,
control, and meaningful focus.

WHY DO I CARE?
I got to a certain point in my life recently where I hit a physical and emotional wall. I found myself
drowning under an increasing pile of obligations and commitments (to myself and to others) with
no end in sight, playing catch up and feeling progressively agitated and exhausted. Try as I did to
get ahead of them—to keep my metaphorical desk of obligations and commitments ordered—I
could hardly ever make more than a dent in the stack. I was operating with no marginal capacity to
handle anything unexpected, and whenever the unexpected came (as it always did) it would feel
like the end of the world. In order to cope I had to let go of more and more of the things that I valued.
Eventually, everything took a backseat. I stopped exercising, spent less time with friends, missed
nights out, and most importantly, found the magic that made my work meaningful became harder
and harder to come by. I decided in early 2019 that I wanted that I wanted to be
in a relationship again, but that in order to do that I knew that I would
need to create the space for it in my life. I made a lot of progress,
and am happy to say that I’m in a very fulfilling relationship
now, but the work load and responsibilities remained
overwhelming. I presumed that the only way around this
was to cut back; to unload. It was my new girlfriend who
introduced me to David Allen, whose approach she
employs in the service of her clients. I’ve found his
method to be transformational. In a world where more
people are working entrepreneurially, with less structure,
often times from home, applying a system like GTD to
organizing your work and life seems more important than
ever. I’m excited to explore it here with all of you today.
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WHAT IS GTD?
Getting Things Done (GTD) is a time management method that rests on the idea of moving planned
tasks and projects out of the mind by recording them externally and then breaking them into
actionable work items. This allows attention to be focused on taking action on tasks, instead of
recalling them. First published in 2001, a revised edition of the book was released in 2015 to reflect
the changes in information technology during the preceding decade.
Allen first demonstrates stress reduction from the method with the following exercise, centered on
a task that has an unclear outcome or whose next action is not defined. Allen calls these sources
of stress "open loops", "incompletes", or "stuff."
1. The most annoying, distracting, or interesting
task is chosen, and defined as an "incomplete."
2. A description of the successful outcome of the
"incomplete" is written down in one sentence,
along with the criteria by which the task will be
considered completed.
3. The next step required to approach completion
of the task is written down.
4. A self-assessment is made of the emotions
experienced after completing the steps of this
process.
David claims that stress can be reduced and
productivity increased by putting reminders about
everything you are not working on into a trusted system
external to your mind. In this way, you can work on the
task at hand without distraction from the "incompletes".
The system in GTD requires you to have the following
tools within easy reach:
• An inbox
• A trash can
• A filing system for reference material
• Several lists (detailed below)
• A calendar.
These tools can be physical or electronic as appropriate (e.g., a physical "in" tray or an email inbox).
Then, as "stuff" enters your life, it is captured in these tools and processed with a workflow which
consists of five stages: (1) capture, (2) clarify, (3) organize, (4) reflect, (5) and engage. Once all the
material ("stuff") is captured (or collected) in the inbox, each item is clarified and organized by
asking and answering questions about each item in turn as shown in the black boxes in the logic
tree diagram. As a result, items end up in one of the eight oval end points in the diagram:
•
•
•
•

in the trash
on the someday/maybe list
in a neat reference filing system
on a list of tasks, with the outcome and next action defined if the "incomplete" is a "project"
(i.e., if it will require two or more steps to complete it)
• immediately completed and checked off if it can be completed in under two minutes
• delegated to someone else; if you want a reminder to follow up, added to a "waiting for" list
• on a context-based "next action" list if there is only one step to complete it
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• on your calendar
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Empty your inbox or inboxes daily or at least weekly ("in" to empty). Don't use your inbox as a "to
do" list. Don't put clarified items back into the inbox. Emptying your inbox doesn't mean finishing
everything. It just means applying the "capture, clarify, organize" steps to all your "stuff". Next,
reflection (termed planning in the first edition) occurs. Multi-step projects identified above are
assigned a desired outcome and a single "next action". Finally, a task from your task list is worked
on ("engage" in the 2nd edition, "do" in the 1st edition) unless the calendar dictates otherwise. You
select which task to work on next by considering where you are (i.e., the "context", such as at home,
at work, out shopping, by the phone, at your computer, with a particular person), time available,
energy available, and priority.
Because hardware and software is changing so rapidly, GTD is deliberately technologically-neutral.
(In fact, Allen advises people to start with a paper-based system.) Many task management tools
claim to implement GTD methodology and Allen maintains a list of some technology that has been
adopted in or designed for GTD. Some are designated "GTD Enabled", meaning Allen was involved
in the design.
Allen emphasizes two key elements of GTD —
control and perspective. The workflow is the center
of the control aspect. The goal of the control
processes in GTD is to get everything except the
current task out of your head and into this trusted
system external to your mind. He borrows a simile
used in martial arts termed "mind like water". When
a small object is thrown into a pool of water, the
water responds appropriately with a small splash
followed by quiescence. When a large object is
thrown in the water again responds appropriately
with a large splash followed by quiescence. The
opposite of "mind like water" is a mind that never
returns to quiescence but remains continually
stressed by every input. With a trusted system and
"mind like water" you can have a better perspective
on your life. Allen recommends reflection from six
levels, called "Horizons of Focus."
Horizon 5: Life
Horizon 4: Long-term visions
Horizon 3: 1-2 year goals
Horizon 2: Areas of focus and accountability
Horizon 1: Current projects
Ground: Current actions
Unlike some theories, which focus on top-down goal-setting, GTD works in the opposite direction.
Allen argues that it is often difficult for individuals to focus on big picture goals if they cannot
sufficiently control the day-to-day tasks that they frequently must face. By developing and using the
trusted system that deals with day-to-day inputs, an individual can free up mental space to begin
moving up to the next level. Allen recommends scheduling a weekly review, reflecting on the
different levels. The perspective gained from these reviews should drive one's priorities at the
project level. Priorities at the project level in turn determine the priority of the individual tasks and
commitments gathered during the workflow process. During a weekly review, determine the context
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for the tasks and put each task on its appropriate
list. An example of grouping together similar
tasks would be making a list of outstanding
telephone calls, or the tasks/errands to perform
while out shopping. Context lists can be defined
by the set of tools available or by the presence
of individuals or groups for whom one has items
to discuss or present.
GTD is based on storing, tracking, and retrieving
the information related to the things that need to
get done. Mental blocks we encounter are
caused by insufficient 'front-end' planning. This
means thinking in advance, generating a series
of actions which can later be undertaken without
further planning. The mind's "reminder system"
is inefficient and seldom reminds us of what we
need to do at the time and place when we can
do it. Consequently, the "next actions" stored by
context in the "trusted system" act as an external
support which ensures that we are presented
with the right reminders at the right time. As GTD
relies on external reminders, it can be seen as
an application of the theories of distributed
cognition or the extended mind.

QUESTIONS
Background — Q: How does someone become
a productivity guru? Q: How did you get into this
line of work?
GTD 2.0 — You first published your book almost
twenty years ago and then re-published it fifteen
years later. Q: Why? Q: What did you feel
needed to be updated?
Influences — Q: Where did your inspiration to
do this work come from? Q: Who did you take
most inspiration from?
Societal Ranking — Q: As a society, where do
we rank in terms of exercising the type of
productivity that you teach? Q: Why aren’t we
better at it? Q: What would it take for the world
to get better at this? Q: How many of the world’s
problems would resolve themselves if we all had
more space in our heads?
Books — Q: What are some of your favorite
productivity books? Q: What are some of your
favorite philosophy books? Q: What else?
Optimal People — Q: Are there certain types of
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people who take to your method more than others? Q: Are there certain types of people that seek
out your method more than others? Q: Are there certain types of people who naturally employ your
method without having learned it in the first place?
Transformations — Q: What are some of the most inspirational transformations that you’ve seen?
Exemplars — Q: Who are some of the most exemplary implementers of your method?
Surveillance Economy — Q: What are your thoughts about the surveillance economy in which
we live where companies pray on our attention and monetize our behavior?
Zeitgeist — I’ve heard you discuss Oswald Spengler’s “The Decline of the West.” Q: What is the
spirit of the current age?

QUOTES
“Your mind is for having ideas, not holding them.” — David Allen
“You can do anything, but not everything.” ― David Allen
“Much of the stress that people feel doesn't come from having too much to do. It comes from not
finishing what they've started.” ― David Allen
“Your ability to generate power is directly proportional to your ability to relax.” ― David Allen
“Everything you’ve told yourself you ought to do, your mind thinks you should do right now. Frankly,
as soon as you have two things to do stored in your RAM, you’ve generated personal failure,
because you can’t do two things at the same time. This produces an all-pervasive stress factor
whose source can’t be pin-pointed.” ― David Allen
“Use your mind to think about things, rather than think of them. You want to be adding value as you
think about projects and people, not simply reminding yourself they exist.” ― David Allen
“When we truly need to do is often what we most feel like avoiding.” ― David Allen
“Anything that causes you to overreact or underreact can control you, and often does.” ― David
Allen
“There is a light at the end of the tunnel, but the way out is through.” ― David Allen
“Think like a man of action, act like a man of thought.” —Henri Bergson
“Sometimes the biggest gain in productive energy will come from cleaning the cobwebs, dealing
with old business, and clearing the desks—cutting loose debris that's impeding forward motion.” ―
David Allen
“The secret of getting ahead is getting started. The secret of getting
started is breaking your complex overwhelming tasks into small,
manageable tasks, and then starting on the first one.” —Mark
Twain
“It does not take much strength to do things, but it requires a
great deal of strength to decide what to do.” —Elbert Hubbard
“Pick battles big enough to matter, small enough to win.” —
Jonathan Kozol
“The great secret about goals and visions is not the future they
describe but the change in the present they engender.” ― David Allen
“You’ve got to think about the big things while you’re doing small things, so that
all the small things go in the right direction.” — Alvin Toffler
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“The world can only be grasped by action, not by contemplation. The hand is more important than
the eye. . . . The hand is the cutting edge of the mind.” — J. Bronowski
“You must use your mind to get things off your mind.” ― David Allen
“There is no reason to ever have the same thought twice, unless you like having that thought.” ―
David Allen
“Every now and then go away and have a little relaxation. To remain constantly at work will diminish
your judgment. Go some distance away, because work will be in perspective and a lack of harmony
is more readily seen.” — Leonardo da Vinci
“Suffice it to say that something automatic and extraordinary happens in your mind when you create
and focus on a clear picture of what you want.” ― David Allen
“The more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in war.” ― David Allen
“If you find yourself in a hole, the first thing to do is stop digging.” — Will rogers
“I am rather like a mosquito in a nudist camp; I know what I want to do, but I don’t know where to
begin.” ― David Allen
“Simple, clear purpose and principles give rise to complex and intelligent behavior. Complex rules
and regulations give rise to simple and stupid behavior.” — Dee Hock
“The beginning is half of every action.” ― David Allen
“Things rarely get stuck because of lack of time. They get stuck because the doing of them has not
been defined.” ― David Allen
“You are the captain of your own ship; the more you act from that perspective; the better things will
go for you.” ― David Allen
“Reacting is automatic, but thinking is not.” ― David Allen
“At any point in time, knowing what has to get done, and when, creates a terrain for maneuvering.”
― David Allen
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“The big problem is that your mind keeps reminding you of things when you can't do anything about
them. It has no sense of past or future. That means that as soon as you tell yourself that you need
to do something, and store it in your RAM, there's a part of you that thinks you should be doing that
something all the time.” ― David Allen
“There are no problems, only projects.” ― David Allen
“Get a purge for your brain. It will do better than for your stomach.” — Michel Eyquem de Montaigne
“But if you don’t decide what needs to be done about your secretary’s birthday, because it’s “not
that important” right now, that open loop will take up energy and prevent you from having a totally
effective, clear focus on what is important.” ― David Allen
“Almost every project could be done better, and an infinite quantity of information is now available
that could make that happen.” ― David Allen
“Interestingly, one of the biggest problems with most people’s personal management systems is
that they blend a few actionable things with a large amount of data and material that has value but
no action attached.” ― David Allen
“Don’t just do something. Stand there.” — Rochelle Myer
“Getting things done requires two basic components: defining (1) what “done” means (outcome)
and (2) what “doing” looks like (action).” ― David Allen
“Start by doing what’s necessary, then what’s possible, and suddenly you are doing the impossible.”
— Saint Francis of Assisi
“There is no reason to ever have the same thought twice, unless you like having that thought.” ―
David Allen
“When people know they have a process in place to handle any situation, they are more relaxed.
When they’re relaxed, everything improves. More gets done, with less effort, and a host of other
wonderful side effects emerge that add to the outcomes of their efforts and the quality of their life.”
― David Allen
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“It is a tricky business to know when you should set goals and objectives in order to achieve a
focus, and when you would be better off dealing with the acceptance and management of your
current reality so you can later step into new directions and responsibilities with greater stability
and clarity. Only you will know the answer to that, and only in the moment.” ― David Allen
“Welcome to the real-life experience of “knowledge work,” and a profound operational principle:
you have to think about your stuff more than you realize but not as much as you’re afraid you might.
As Peter Drucker wrote: “In knowledge work . . . the task is not given; it has to be determined. ‘What
are the expected results from this work?’ is . . . the key question in making knowledge workers
productive. And it is a question that demands risky decisions. There is usually no right answer;
there are choices instead. And results have to be clearly specified, if productivity is to be achieved.”
― David Allen
“It seems that there's a part of our psyche that doesn't know the difference between an agreement
about cleaning the garage and an agreement about buying a company.” ― David Allen
“There are no interruptions, really—there are simply mismanaged occurrences.” ― David Allen
“Merely having thoughts is one thing. Consciously feeding them is quite another. You are powerful
all the time, by way of your attention and intention. The question is, Toward what are you pointing
that power?” ― David Allen
“There is usually an inverse relationship between how much something is on your mind and how
much it’s getting done.” ― David Allen
“Too much information creates the same result as too little: you don't have what you need, when
and in the way you need it.” ― David Allen
“The cognitive scientists have now proven the reality of “decision fatigue”—that every decision you
make, little or big, diminishes a limited amount of your brain power.” ― David Allen
“The better you get, the better you better get.” ― David Allen
“Thought is useful when it motivates action and a hindrance when it substitutes for action.” — Bill
Raeder
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“…most stress they experience comes from inappropriately managed commitments they make or
accept.” ― David Allen
“The value of goals is not in the future they describe, but the change in perception of reality they
foster.” ― David Allen
“Anything that causes you to overreact or underreact can control you, and often does. Responding
inappropriately to your e-mail, your thoughts about what you need to do, your children, or your boss
will lead to less effective results than you’d like. Most people give either more or less attention to
things than they deserve, simply because they don’t operate with a mind like water.” ― David Allen
“Your life and work are made up of outcomes and actions. When your operational behavior is
grooved to organize everything that comes your way, at all levels, based upon those dynamics, a
deep alignment occurs, and wondrous things emerge. You become highly productive. You make
things up, and you make them happen.” ― David Allen
“The purpose of this whole method of workflow management is not to let your brain become lax,
but rather to enable it to move toward more elegant and productive activity. In order to earn that
freedom, however, your brain must engage on some consistent basis with all your commitments
and activities. You must be assured that you’re doing what you need to be doing, and that it’s OK
to be not doing what you’re not doing.” ― David Allen
“Every now and then go away and have a little relaxation. To remain constantly at work will diminish
your judgment. Go some distance away, because work will be in perspective and a lack of harmony
is more readily seen.” ― David Allen
“We need to transform all the “stuff” we’ve attracted and accumulated into a clear inventory of
meaningful actions, projects, and usable information.” ― David Allen
“We fought so hard against the small things that we became small ourselves.” — Eugene O’Neill
“Thinking in a concentrated manner to define desired outcomes is something few people feel they
have to do. But in truth, outcome thinking is one of the most effective means available for making
wishes reality.” ― David Allen
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“(1) collect things that command our attention; (2) process what they mean and what to do about
them; and (3) organize the results, which we (4) review as options for what we choose to (5) do.”
― David Allen
“As to methods there may be a million and then some, but principles are few. The man who grasps
principles can successfully select his own methods. The man who tries methods, ignoring
principles, is sure to have trouble.” — Ralph Waldo Emerson
“I’ve discovered that the greatest challenges in defining your work are (1) to think about what you’re
doing and (2) to do something about what you’re thinking.” ― David Allen
“An infinite number of things in the universe are held back from you only by your altitude and
attitude.” ― David Allen
“It’s the nature of human experience, which is always in some form of motion, to veer off course—
sometimes in major, but consistently in minor, ways.” ― David Allen
“Most often, the reason something is on your mind is that you want it to be different than it currently
is.” ― David Allen
“The art of resting the mind and the power of dismissing from it all care and worry is probably one
of the secrets of our great men.” — Capt. J. A. Hatfield
“Frankly, as soon as you have two things to do stored only in your mind, you’ve generated personal
failure, because you can’t do them both at the same time. This produces a pervasive stress factor
whose source can’t be pinpointed.” ― David Allen
“One missed e-mail, untracked commitment, or decision avoided can have hugely magnified
consequences.” ― David Allen
“We can never really be prepared for that which is wholly new. We have to adjust ourselves, and
every radical adjustment is a crisis in self-esteem: we undergo a test, we have to prove ourselves.
It needs subordinate self-confidence to face drastic change without inner trembling.” — Eric Hoffer
“You can try it for yourself right now, if you like. Choose one project that is new or stuck or that
could simply use some improvement. Think of your purpose. Think of what a successful outcome
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would look like: where would you be
physically, financially, in terms of
reputation, or whatever? Brainstorm
potential steps. Organize your ideas.
Decide on the next actions. Are you any
clearer about where you want to go and
how to get there?” ― David Allen
“If you had to identify, in one word, the
reason why the human race has not
achieved, and never will achieve, its full
potential, that word would be: “meetings.”
— David Barry
“Nothing is really new in this high-tech,
globally wired world, except how
frequently it is.” ― David Allen
“Imagination is more important than knowledge.” — Albert Einstein
“When time itself turned into a work factor, personal calendars became a key work tool.” ― David
Allen
“You don't actually do a project; you can only do action steps related to it. When enough of the right
action steps have been taken, some situation will have been created that matches your initial
picture of the outcome closely enough that you can call it "done." The list of projects is the
compilation of finish lines we put before us, to keep our next actions moving on all tracks
appropriately.” ― David Allen
“A task left undone remains undone in two places—at the actual location of the task, and inside
your head. Incomplete tasks in your head consume the energy of your attention as they gnaw at
your conscience.” — Brahma Kumaris
“Blessed are the flexible, for they shall not be bent out of shape.” — Michael McGriffy, M.D.
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