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Getting Things Done 
The Art of Stress-Free Productivity 

by David Allen 

Management consultant, executive coach and educator David Allen 
calls upon his twenty-plus years of experience in personal 
productivity training to offer Getting Things Done, a guide to 
mastering workflow in a world in which work is increasingly 
voluminous and ambiguous. In the words of one of Allen's clients, Allen's program 
is a "vaccination against day-to-day fire-fighting." 

A New Practice for a New Reality 

"It's possible for a person to have an overwhelming number of things to do and 
still function productively with a clear head and a positive sense of relaxed control" 
writes Allen. "The problem is your mind keeps reminding you of things when you 
can't do anything about them" and this causes a considerable amount of stress. 
To make matters worse, we think of these same tasks over and over again which 
causes even more stress and wastes huge amounts of time. 

The good news is Allen can help you get a handle on these problems. His 
methods are based on two primary objectives: 1) capture all the things that need 
to get done into a system outside of your head and off of your mind and 2) 
effectively process and take action on each task so you only need to think about it 
once. 

The Five Stages of Mastering Workflow 

Allen's core process is a five-stage method for managing workflow. The first stage 
is to collect the things that command our attention, using tools such as in-boxes, 
e-mail and writing pads. Second, we need to process the things we collect. The 
third stage is organizing the results of our processing. Anything that requires more 
than one action step is a project. The fourth stage is regularly reviewing the 
results as options for action. Finally, the fifth stage is taking that action. Allen has 
discovered that one of the major reasons people have problems getting organized 
is they try to do all five phases at one time. 

Getting Started 

If your workspace is properly set up, it can reduce your unconscious resistance to 
dealing with your work. Organize your workstation, get in-baskets and create a 
personal filing system. Allen suggests dedicating at least two days to this process. 
If you have an office and a home office, you will want to establish identical 
systems in both. 

A simple but highly functional filing system is critical. Even high-ranking 
executives should have their own general reference filing systems for personally 
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interesting or confidential support material. To make reference filing automatic 
and easy, keep files at hand's reach, use one A-Z system, keep the drawer less 
than three-quarters full, use plain file folders instead of hanging files, and purge 
files at least once per year. 

Collection 

The first activity in collecting your work is to search your environment — your 
desktop, drawers, countertops, cabinets, floor piles, bulletin boards, shelves, etc. 
— for anything that doesn't belong where it is and put it into your "In-Box." If an 
item is too big for your "In-Box," write a note to represent it and put that into your 
"In-Box." 

Once you have collected all the physical things in your environment that need 
processing, you'll want to collect thoughts and ideas that require your attention. 
Write out each thought or idea on a separate sheet of paper and place it in the "In-
Box." Download voice-mails onto paper notes and place those into your "In-Box" 
also. 

Processing 

Getting the "In-Box" to empty doesn't mean actually doing everything you've 
collected; it simply means identifying each item and deciding what you're going to 
do with it. Address only one item at a time and never put anything back into your 
"In-Box" — it is a processing station, not a storage bin. The key question to ask 
when processing is "What's the next action?" 

An action step should be descriptive of a physical behavior. For example, "set 
meeting" is not an action step. On the other hand, "Call Mary to schedule 
meeting" is. If the action will take less than two minutes, do it. If not, then either 
delegate it to someone else or defer it and track it on a calendar or "Next Actions" 
list — a list of action steps that need to be done as soon as possible. 

Organizing 

To effectively organize your work there are seven types of things you'll want to 
keep track of and manage: a "Projects" list, project support material, "Next 
Actions" lists, a "Waiting For" list, reference material, calendared actions and 
information, and a "Someday/Maybe" list. 

Allen recommends keeping a list of projects that you can review weekly to ensure 
that nothing slips through the cracks. Project support materials are resources to 
support your actions and thinking behind your projects. They should be kept in 
files and you can add notes as you have ideas that are not necessarily action 
steps. 

"Next Actions" lists should be organized according to context. For example, if the 
action requires a computer, it should go on a "At Computer" list. If it requires you 
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to be out in your car, it should go on an "Errands" list. "Agenda" lists should be 
used for keeping track of items that need to be addressed with bosses, partners, 
assistants, spouses, and children — a separate list for each person. 

When the "Next Action" is up to someone else, you don't need an action reminder, 
just a trigger describing the action on a "Waiting For" or "Pending" list. You should 
review that list often to assess whether you ought to check the status of a project 
or light a fire under someone. 

Managing e-mail can be easily accomplished by creating folders within your e-
mail software for "Waiting For" items and "Next Action" items. For example, 
Microsoft Outlook has a built-in "Tasks" function that is ideal for storing e-mails 
that require action. You simply must remember to review your actionable e-mails 
that are still pending before you leave the office for the day. 

When nonactionable items aren't properly managed, they clog up the process. 
Such items can be filed in your general reference filing system, or placed on your 
calendar if they are date or time specific. A "Tickler" file is also very useful. It is a 
three dimensional version of a calendar that holds physical reminders of things 
you want to see in the future, such as travel tickets, paper based travel directions 
and agendas. Allen recommends a system of 43 folders — 31 labeled "1" through 
"31" one for each day of the month and 12 labeled with the months of the year. It 
is important to empty the current day's file into your "In-Box" every day. 

Another type of nonactionable item, "Someday/Maybes," should be kept on a 
separate list. This list would include things you might want to do someday if you 
have the time or money, as well as items on your current "Projects" list that really 
have no chance of getting your attention in the next several months or more. 

In order to support appropriate action choices, your system must be kept up to 
date. Each day, you should review your calendar and your daily "Tickler" file. 
"Next Actions" lists should be reviewed at least every couple of days. The real 
trick to the success of Allen's system, however, is the Weekly Review. He 
recommends setting aside a block of at least two hours every Friday afternoon for 
activities such as, collecting all miscellaneous scraps of paper and putting them 
into your "In-Box"; marking completed actions off "Next Actions" lists; and 
reviewing notes in your project support files to trigger new actions, completions, 
and "Waiting Fors." 

Frameworks for Prioritizing Work 

Allen outlines three frameworks for deciding what action choices to make at any 
given moment. The first is "The Four-Criteria Model for Choosing Actions in the 
Moment" which makes choices based upon context, time available, energy 
available, and/or priority. The first thing to consider is what you can do with the 
tools you have. Next, consider how much time and energy you have available. 
The last criterion is priority — what is the most important thing to do out of all 
remaining options? 
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"The Threefold Model for Evaluating Daily Work" identifies three different types of 
activities in which one can be involved: doing predefined work from a "Next 
Actions" list, doing work as it shows up, and defining your work by processing and 
organizing. It's easy to get trapped by the second type, but this can be tolerated 
only if you regularly review your lists so that you know what you're not doing. 
Otherwise, ignoring the "In-Box" and actions lists leads to frustration and anxiety. 

"The Six-Level Model for Reviewing Your Own Work" defines work based upon a 
hierarchy of six priority groups: current actions, current projects, areas of 
responsibility, one- to two-year goals, three- to five-year visions and life goals. 
Allen advocates working this model from a bottom-up approach, focusing first on 
current actions rather than on life goals and values. Doing so "clears the psychic 
decks," getting the small stuff taken care of so that you have a clearer focus when 
it comes time to deal with larger issues. Intellectually we want our actions to 
support our life goals but the reality is most people are so embroiled in day to day 
commitments that their ability to focus on the larger picture is seriously impaired. 

The Five Phases of Project Planning 

Allen advocates this five-step model for project planning. First of all, we must 
define our purpose and principles — the WHY. Without a clear purpose, we can't 
succeed. Second, we need to envision an outcome — the WHAT. Third, we need 
to brainstorm, this is the beginning of the HOW phase where you generate and 
capture ideas. Fourth, we organize the ideas (once you get them out of your head 
and onto paper, you'll begin to notice natural relationships and structure). Fifth, we 
identify the next actions required to get the project moving. 

Conclusion 

Allen offers some final tips for moving forward. 

 Organize your workstation, get in-baskets, create a personal filing system, 
hang pictures, toss stuff and rearrange.  

 Tackle one whole area of your office and work through the "Getting Things 
Done" process.  

 Share what you've learned from this process with someone else, it's the 
fastest way to reinforce the behaviors.  

 Review the principles in three to six months so you will notice things you 
missed the first time.  

 Reinforce these behaviors by getting support and information from 
resources such as www.davidco.com  

Getting Things Done is your roadmap to becoming more productive while 
reducing your levels of stress. You've got the key ideas, now it's up to you. 

"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." 
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 – Mark Twain 

 


