
Session 5 

	 Clarify the Work Required by the 
Agreement 

You can take notes on this session online at https://
notes.subsplash.com/fill-in/view?doc=HkHrfbgnZ  

Review 
In session 1, I defined “peaceful productivity” as “taking your valuable life and 
applying it wisely under the control of the Holy Spirit to produce a much more 
valuable result.” Also in session 1, I outlined the peacefully productive process. To 
be peacefully productive you must: 

 • get every agreement you have with yourself and others clarified and 

 • out of your head 

 • and into a system you trust because you: 

 ◦ work from it daily 

 ◦ update it constantly 

 ◦ and review it weekly. 
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Clarifying the Work Requires Distinguishing _____________ 
from Projects 

Actions 
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Projects 
David Allen wrote, “I define a project as any outcome you’re committed to 
achieving that will take more than one action step to complete.”‑  5

Clarifying the Work Requires _____________ Your “To Dos” 
into Two Lists 

 Allen, David. Getting Things Done: The Art of Stress-Free Productivity (p. 139). Penguin Publishing Group. Kindle 5

Edition.
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The Projects List 

The Next Actions List 

The Big ________________ of These Two Lists 

When you make an agreement with yourself and decided not to delete it or defer it 
or delegate it, you’ve decided in that moment to “do it.” As soon as you make the 
decision to “do it,” you should immediately do this: 

1. Write down the outcome in one sentence. 

2. Think about whether it will take more than one action to get that outcome. 

a. If the answer is, “no” and it can be done in one action, then either do it 
now or put it on to a “next actions list.” When that action is completed, 
your agreement will be fulfilled, too. 

b. If the answer is “yes,” it will take more than one action to get that 
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outcome, then you should write that outcome down on a list of all your 
projects.  

3. When you write something on your projects list, immediately ask yourself, 
“What is the next physical action I need to do in order to move this closer 
to being done? 

4. Write that next physical action on your “next actions” list. This will clarify 
the way forward for you. It will help you work more peacefully and 
productively and it will keep projects from getting stuck. 

Examples 

Example #1: Find A New Job 
In previous sessions we have looked at a list of items that represent the kind of 
things people want to do or have made an internal agreement with themselves to 
do. One of the items on that list is, “Find a new job” and I’ll use that as the example 
in this session. 

Last time, we clarified that item by asking why and then writing a clarifying 
sentence like so: 

 

Agreement Why? Clarifying 
Sentence

Find a new job Reduce the amount of 
time and stress I have 
from my current 
commute. 

 
Because my boss is not 
managing our department 
well.

I will find a job in my 
current industry that is 
closer to my home. 
 
 
I will go to work for 
someone who is a skilled 
manager. 
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The clarifying sentence is the one sentence outcome that we have made an 
agreement with ourselves about. There are two possibilities we came up with last 
time. I’ll go with the second one which is, “I will go to work for someone who is a 
skilled manager.”  

I can do one of four things with that agreement: 

1. Delete it 

2. Defer it 

3. Delegate it 

4. Do it 

If I delete it, then I’ve decided not to leave my current job but to stay put. There is 
nothing more to do other than cross it off and forget about. 

If I defer it, I put it on a list called “Someday/Maybe”: I will go to work for 
someone who is a skilled manager. 

If I delegate it, then I call a headhunter or a recruiting firm and ask them to help me 
find a job based on what I want. 

But, for this exercise, I’m deciding to “do it.” And, as we saw, the very next thing I 
need to do is ask, “can this be completed with one physical action—yes or no? 

The answer is, “No.” So I do two things in response: 

1. I write the sentence, “I will go to work for someone who is a skilled 
manager.” on my projects list. 

2. I write the very next physical action that I need to do to move that forward 
onto a “next actions list.” What is the next physical action? There are a few 
possibilities: 

a. Update and format my resume 

b. Search linkedin.com (or some other site) for possible job openings 

c. Think about people I know who like their bosses and their jobs, then call 
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to see if they are hiring. 

How do you know which one of these is the right next action? Decide. Any one of 
these is a legitimate next action, so just decide which one you’re going to use and 
put that on your next actions list. As soon as you’ve done that action, cross it off 
then ask yourself, “what is the next physical action I need to do to move this project 
forward?” Put the answer you come up with on your “next actions” list. Repeat this 
process until you go to work for someone who is a skilled manager. 

Example #2: The Sneaky Smoke 
Detector 
If I want to change the battery in  my smoke detector but I don’t have a battery, 
that simple task is going to require more than one action to complete. Now, 
understand that it is still only one task but it is one task that requires several 
actions.  

Most of the time when we want to do a “simple” task like change the batteries in 
the smoke detector, we think this way: “Hey, I don’t have anything that has to be 
done for the next 10 minutes or so, I should really put a new battery in the smoke 
detector.” Since we’ve changed it before, we know it takes a 9 volt battery so we 
walk over to the hall closet where the batteries are kept but… there are no 9 volts in 
there. Before I can change the battery, I have to go buy a new battery. This simple 
task has now become a project. It is a simple project with two steps: (1) buy a 9 volt 
battery and (2) put it in the smoke detector.  

If you’re like me at all, you wouldn’t go out to the store just to buy a 9 volt battery 
so that you could check this task off as done. Instead, you’d say, “Well, next time 
I’m in the store I need to buy a 9 volt and then I can change the battery in the 
smoke detector.”  

But how many times have you and I failed to finish an agreement right there? Even 
though we know what the next thing that needs to be done is, we cannot do the 
next action right now, so the project stalls. We keep forgetting to buy the battery so 
the smoke detector never gets a new one. This is one reason why your productivity 
gets stuck. It gets stuck because you haven’t thought clearly enough about the 
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outcome to realize that it will take more than one action to complete.  

Exercise 
As we’ve been working through this material session by session, I have encouraged 
you to write down your commitments all on one list. I’ve also encouraged you to 
clarify how committed you are to them by sorting them into lists—waiting for and 
someday maybe. I have also taught you to clarify those items by getting clear on the 
outcome and writing a complete sentence. 

This week, I want you to think about the items that are committed to doing now or 
as soon as possible. Ask yourself the following questions for each one and sort them 
into lists: 

1. What is the one sentence outcome you want? 

2. Can this be accomplished with one physical action? 

1. If “yes,” then write it on a “next actions” list 

2. If “no” then write it on a “projects” list. Then: 

1. Write out all the physical actions you can think of for that project. 

2. Choose one physical action that seems like the next one to do to move 
that project forward. 

3. Write that next action on your next actions list. 

4. Do that next action before we meet again for the next session. 

I’ll see you next time.  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