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Most of the chapters in this book were first published in a 
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faith and inspiration.
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YOU MAKE YOUR OWN 
PATH AS YOU WALK

Why is it that ticking all the boxes, completing a task – in 

short, getting things done – is so immensely satisfying? 

Nothing else compares to it. The sense of pride we experi-

ence when we’ve done something is one of the best feelings 

in the world. Whether you’ve finished all the washing-up, 

finally submitted your tax return, given a client presentation 

or had a frank discussion, and whether you’re a first-year 

intern or a long-standing member of the board: the feeling 

that you’ve done something (and done it well) spurs you on, 

makes you itch to get to work on the next thing, and the next 

one, and the one after that.

However, we don’t ‘get things done’ the same way every time. 

Sometimes we’re bursting with energy: we roll up our sleeves 

and get positively carried away by the task in front of us, 

particularly when it happens to dovetail with our abilities and 

our goals. We’re in what occupational psychologists call a 

‘state of flow’. The question is: how can we achieve this state 

more often?

At other times we falter, unsure if we’re on the right path, 

even questioning the whole project. Similarly, we can often be 

lazy, inefficient or timid, and not manage to get anything done 

at all. The question here is: where can we find the necessary 

inspiration, encouragement and techniques to help us tackle 

something afresh, and differently?
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We designed this book with both scenarios in mind. It will 

help you intensify the highs as well as smooth out the 

lows.

This book is about how to embark on a project, how to get 

started, stop procrastinating, and give yourself a good kick 

up the arse now and then. It’s also about how to immerse 

yourself in what you’re doing, how to take a breather and 

start again, how to stick with something and see it through 

to the end. We’ve brought together all sorts of techniques, 

theories and tricks, and tried them out in today’s digitised, 

fragmented and ‘remote’ world of work, to find out how we 

can reach decisions more quickly, have more fun and improve 

the outcome of the projects we undertake.

We’re not suggesting that you should obsess about growth. 

We aren’t promoting ‘productivity porn’ or preaching a 

Puritan work ethic. This book isn’t about how to make every-

thing more productive and streamlined, but about how to 

focus on what’s important to you, on the things that are 

actually meaningful and valuable, both for you and for others. 

Discovering your true passion is one of life’s great joys. We 

all know what it feels like when we’ve had a great day, and 

the second we get home we start waxing lyrical about what 

happened and the part we played in it. We have all seen that 

unmistakable sparkle in someone’s eyes, when they tell you 

about a venture they’re really excited about. This book is like 

a little road map that shows you how to discover this feeling 

if you haven’t already – and how to foster it, if you already 

have.

One last thing before we start: the techniques we describe 

here aren’t one-size-fits-all solutions. Choose the ones that 

Get Things Done Book.indd   2 15/11/2022   11:17



3

appeal to you. Try this and that, pick a technique and build 

on it or tweak it. Some will suit you, others won’t. The only 

thing we can say for certain is that this book wouldn’t exist 

without this book.
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PROCRASTINATION: HOW TO MAKE 
A START IN THE FIRST PLACE

Procrastination – from the Latin pro (‘forward’) and crastinus 

(‘belonging to tomorrow’), i.e. postponing a task till the next 

day – is the feeling of paralysis that overcomes us when we 

know that we ought to be doing one thing but do another 

instead. Or do nothing at all. Around 80 per cent of us are 

afflicted by this common problem, while the remaining 20 per 

cent are chronic procrastinators.

Much research has been done on why we procrastinate, and 

it has nothing to do with laziness. Rather, it’s the result of 

one part of your brain, the one that wants to be happy now, 

battling with the part that knows we have to get something 

done first, so that we can be happy later. This is the so-called 

temporal motivation theory, which identifies these four 

reasons for procrastinating:

1. ‘Expectancy’: we mistakenly believe that we can’t cope 

with the task at hand, which lowers our motivation even to 

get started.

2. ‘Sensitivity to delay’: we fail to realise the extent to which 

procrastination prevents us from completing the task on 

time.

3. ‘Value’: we underestimate the pleasure we’ll gain from 

completing the task on time.

4. ‘Metacognition’: we don’t reflect enough on what we are 

(not) doing. If we reflected more, we would realise right 
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Doing something

Doing it better

Doing it differently 

Doing it repeatedly

Doing someth…

Diff erent ways of (not) doing something.
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away that our delaying tactics are merely deceiving and 

hurting us.

The effects of procrastination have been well documented: 

problems at work, reduced income, ill health, more stress 

and more frequent anxiety attacks (because the things we 

haven’t done hang over our heads like the sword of 

Damocles).

What has been less well researched is how we can stop pro-

crastinating. However, some people have come up with 

potentially useful ideas: for example, Jason Wessel from 

Brisbane’s Griffith University has devised a technique to help 

those who habitually miss deadlines. He suggests that if you 

suffer from procrastination, you should ask yourself these 

questions twice a day:

1. Emotion: how will you feel if you don’t complete the task?

2. Vision: what would a productive person do if they were in 

your shoes?

3. Plan: what is the one thing you can do to achieve your goal 

on time?

4. Progress: what is the one thing you need to do next?

But be warned: this isn’t a magic formula. Nothing will change 

simply because you spend a minute or two answering these 

questions. Rather, it’s a kind of micro-dosed behavioural 

therapy: you should regularly take a moment to think about 

these reflection points. For example, Wessel’s weight-loss 

app (Contemplate) has regular reminders built into it.

There are all sorts of other interesting techniques to help you 

avoid getting distracted, and to help you get started on 
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whatever it is you need to do (as Wessel drily remarks, any 

technique that helps, helps). We ourselves have found The 

Pomodoro Technique (p. 10) and The 5-Second Rule (p. 34) 

especially useful.
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THE POMODORO TECHNIQUE: HOW 
A TOMATO CAN HELP YOU FOCUS

The Pomodoro technique is one of the best, and simplest, 

ways to avoid distractions and get started on something – 

whether it’s doing your homework, sorting out your tax return 

or writing a research proposal. (It’s named after a kitchen 

timer shaped like a tomato.)

1. Turn off your Wi-Fi. Put your smartphone on airplane mode.

2. Set the timer for 25 minutes and work without interrup-

tions until it goes off.

3. Take a short break of a few minutes. (It won’t be easy, but 

try not to turn your Wi-Fi back on. Get up for a bit, stretch, 

take a deep breath or do ten push-ups.)

4. Set the timer for another 25 minutes and stay focused on 

your work until it goes off again.

5. After three or four rounds, take a longer break. Turn the 

Wi-Fi back on.

That’s it. Really. It sounds like nothing, but we wouldn’t have 

finished this book without it. And Francesco Cirillo, who came 

up with this technique, would never have completed his degree.

One more thing: the Pomodoro technique won’t stop you from 

producing rubbish, but it will make you produce something. 

The truth is that you need to do a lot of something in order to 

do it well, whether it’s cooking, writing, composing music or 

teaching.
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Focus on your work for 2 hours:

The productivity formula: focus for four sets of 25 minutes, with 
fi ve-minute breaks.
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COMPARTMENTALISATION: WHY YOUR 
THOUGHTS NEED A FILING SYSTEM

One of the things that makes our modern working lives par-

ticularly tough is that we have so many things on our plate. 

How to deal with them all? Not just unanswered emails, cost-

cutting efforts, short-term projects and long-term strategies, 

but truly everything: childcare, ageing grandparents, the 

dream of owning a home, our health, hobbies, friendships, 

love, sleep – all of this is important, so we want to, and need 

to, deal with all of it. But how? 

By compartmentalising.

Compartmentalisation shouldn’t be confused with pigeon-

holing. It’s not about forcibly categorising things. Rather, it’s 

a mechanism that helps us cope with the multitude of often 

contradictory impressions and demands on our time. To com-

partmentalise means to concentrate on one thing as you tune 

out everything else  – opening one drawer and closing all the 

others.

The entrepreneur Ryan Blair explains compartmentalisation 

this way: picture your life as a house. Everything that’s impor-

tant has its own room. And in each room there’s a whiteboard, 

with a mathematical equation on it that you need to solve. 

However, in each room there is also a timer. The time you have 

to solve the equation depends on how complex it is, but the 

longest you have is 60 minutes. Sometimes you only manage 
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ANNUAL APPRAISAL IN-LAWS

TENNIS SERVE COMPANY REPORT

BASEMENT! MATHS TUTORING –
HELENA

PRESENTATION MEDITATION

NEW SKI GEAR STRATEGY
FOR 2023

NEW BUDGET PORTFOLIO
REBALANCING

‘Compartmentalisation’ means tackling each task in turn, and 
never leaving several ‘open’ at once.
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to solve it partially, sometimes you solve it completely. What-

ever the case, as soon as the timer goes off you should leave 

the room, close the door behind you and proceed to the next 

room, and then dedicate yourself to the next task. Open the 

door, focus, work on the task, stop, close the door – one room 

after another. And so it goes, for the rest of your life.

We can well imagine that living in a house full of mathemati-

cal formulas and a constantly buzzing timer will leave you 

feeling stressed, rather than motivated. So how about this:

1. First, decide what is important in your life – things you 

don’t want to do without, or can’t avoid. Put each of these 

in a ‘room’. (Even as you just do this part of the exercise 

– if, that is, you do it properly – you may find yourself 

spending quite a lot of time in ‘rooms’ that you don’t, in 

all honesty, care very much about. To find out what’s really 

important to you, check out The 5/25 Rule, p. 124.)

2. Before you enter a new ‘room’ – whether it’s going to an 

important meeting, heading out for a jog or attending a 

parents’ evening – prepare yourself mentally for this par-

ticular room. To stumble into a situation unprepared, only 

then orientating yourself and focusing on what’s going on, 

is a fatal mistake. Instead, do the opposite: take your time 

to think each situation through in advance, and ask your-

self questions such as: why are we having this meeting? 

Who will be there? What do they want? What do I want? 

Sometimes you’ll only need a few minutes to get ready, 

sometimes several hours. And then, once you’re in a situ-

ation, give it your undivided attention (and don’t start 

thinking about the next one yet). Be present. That’s your 

greatest resource.

3. When you leave the ‘room’, leave the task behind too, i.e. 
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never carry an issue over from room A to room B. To make 

sure this doesn’t happen, it helps to review the room as 

you leave it. For example, after a meeting, an exercise 

session or a parents’ evening, briefly note down the impor-

tant bits. What are your key takeaways?

Compartmentalising also means coming to terms with the 

fact that some things won’t turn out per fectly. That’s the 

price you have to pay: you will never achieve 100 per cent 

perfection in any room, but you might reach 80 per cent in all 

of them.
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RAPID PROTOTYPING: WHY ‘TRIED’ 
IS BETTER THAN ‘PERFECT’

‘The only way to experience an experience is to experience it,’ 

said Bill Moggridge (1943–2012), co-founder of the legend-

ary design consultancy IDEO. What exactly did he mean by 

that? Well, what he meant was that it’s hard to put a new 

experience – a product, a service, a software solution, what-

ever it might be – into words. You have to experience it before 

you can know whether you’re prepared to spend money on it. 

This is why he encouraged his designers to produce ideas 

rather than describe them. A physical object, even if it’s just 

a rough sketch or a clunky model made out of a pizza box, 

has an astonishing ability to guide our imagination in an 

 unexpected direction.

As the designers discovered, a prototype doesn’t have to be 

high quality. What’s much more important is that you can 

grasp its content (or function), and thus get a solid idea of 

the product or offer in question. ‘Hold it, use it, talk about it,’ 

Moggridge said, as his staff got their hands dir ty.

Building a rough model is called ‘rapid prototyping’. According 

to IDEO, a rapid prototype should have three qualities: it 

should be rough, rapid and right.

It doesn’t need to be per fect; a rough model is enough to 

help us identify the product’s essential qualities. If the 

rocking chair had been developed using rapid prototyping, its 
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REVIEW PROTOTYPE

Iterative production prototyping: test it, get feedback, improve it.
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designer would have focused only on the ‘rocking’ aspect. 

They would have ignored other aspects, such as that the 

chair should also be comfortable and beautiful, have a back 

and arm rests, and be made of oak – because you can easily 

picture those qualities by merely looking at an ordinary arm-

chair. What we can’t picture, however, is the fact that the new 

chair rocks.

At the same time, the prototype should be produced rapidly, 

so that you don’t need lots of time to tweak it afterwards. The 

idea is that you model the concept quickly and playfully, 

before you put it to the test and gather feedback – from 

users, customers and colleagues – which you then either inte-

grate or reject during the next development loop. That way, 

you can create more than one prototype, stay flexible, and 

avoid spending a lot of money (and time) on developing 

something the market doesn’t want (see New Work, p. 80).

Finally, the prototype should also answer the right question. 

Every product should solve an actual problem (or perhaps 

create a new need), so the question we should keep asking 

ourselves during the development stage is: does this answer 

the original question?

You may ask: ‘What does this have to do with me?’

When we hear the word ‘prototype’, we usually think of manu-

factured products such as rockets or mobile phones, but this 

technique also comes in handy if you want to restructure a 

department, convert a loft or design a new business card. For 

instance, before deciding whether to proceed with a revam-

ped department, have the new teams work together for a 

week and then interview the individual team members. If you 
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want to convert a loft, build a model out of a cardboard box; 

and if you want to redesign your business card, draft three 

options and send them to ten people. If the feedback turns 

out wholly negative, celebrate your failure – we learn more 

from our failures than our triumphs. Every prototype that fails 

during an early development loop represents one less chance 

of failure during the final phase.

At heart, rapid prototyping combines two ideas. First, per fec-

tion is a bastard. Yes, we all want a solution that’s 100 per 

cent per fect, but if you always seek per fection your lofty 

expectations will stand in your way, and you’ll never get 

anything done. ‘Good enough’ is usually good enough. Better 

try something out first and improve it along the way, than 

deliver a supposedly finished product. Better not as good as 

it might be, than not on the market at all.

Second, don’t trust your judgement. Even if you reckon that 

your product is brilliant, always ask people who know about 

such things what they think, especially those who are suppo-

sed to eventually buy it. And don’t take negative feedback as 

obliterating critique, but see it as a learning opportunity. Cri-

ticism is like exercise: annoying, but good for you. (See 

Radical Transparency, p. 92.)
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BURSTY COMMUNICATION: 
THINGS YOU SHOULD KNOW 

ABOUT WORKING FROM HOME

The number of people working from home has been on the 

rise for years. Then Covid came, and the number exploded. 

Working from home can be cheaper, more comfortable and 

safer – but is it more effective too?

Even before Covid, some people wondered whether working 

remotely might be negatively affecting staff loyalty, productiv-

ity and openness to innovation. Apple, Meta and Google 

– firms seen as role models particularly by start-ups, but also 

by smaller, medium-sized businesses – might depend a lot on 

remote teams, but even they have started questioning the 

practice and are trying to tempt employees back to the work-

place with free meals and laundry services. The main 

argument behind this is that casual chats have long been 

seen as the chief source of new ideas – and when people 

work from home they don’t meet by the coffee machine 

anymore. (Steve Jobs once even wanted all Apple HQ toilets 

to be installed in the centre of the building, so that staff 

would keep bumping into each other.)

Yet there are times, such as during a pandemic, when we 

have no choice but to work from home, and a study by Chris-

toph Riedl and Anita Williams Woolley suggests that this 

doesn’t mean you can’t continue to have creative exchanges 

with your colleagues. Their study distinguishes between two 

types of communication: normal and intensive.
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INTENSITY

DURATION

‘Bursty’
communication

Normal
communication

+

–

Normal communication = constant background noise. ‘Bursty’ 
communication = intense activity alternating with total silence.
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• ‘Intensive’ communication characterises exchanges when 

you are so inspired by your colleagues that your voice 

veritably cracks with excitement, when you have three 

ideas all at once, and laugh and clown around. This is also 

called ‘bursty’ communication.

• ‘Normal’ communication is – well, normal.

The study has shown that when teams engage in rapid-fire 

exchanges – digitally or in person – they are more creative 

than teams whose communication culture is ‘normal’. This 

means that you should arrange set times for ‘intensive’ dis-

cussions, or encourage team members to message each 

other when they’re up for a ‘burst’. However, there are a few 

requirements:

1. Set limits

You can’t have rapid-fire exchanges all the time, or for sus-

tained periods. Bursts require set times and a set duration. 

You should also limit the number of participants: more than 

four people on one call will drive everyone crazy. Between 

these bursts, make sure that people are left to immerse 

themselves in their work, without any interruptions.

2. Mix it up

Interestingly, diverse groups work better than homogenous 

ones. We tend to prefer working with people who are like us 

(see Likeability, p. 100), but teams that extend you are more 

dynamic – and therefore more useful – than teams that 

merely mirror you and your style of doing things. People who 

are like each other compete with each other, whereas people 

who differ ultimately inspire each other. One more piece of 

advice: exclude cynics, pessimists and chronic fault-finders 

from your team. People like that have a tendency to spot a 
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problem in every solution. To find out if your team is fit for 

bursty communication, ask yourself: whose voice carries 

more weight in my team – those who come up with ideas, or 

those who quibble with them?

3. Turn off the camera

Facial expressions, gestures, voices, pauses and eye contact 

are all key to good communication. However, as we discov-

ered during the pandemic, they’re difficult to convey over 

Zoom. Riedl and Williams Woolley suggest that you make 

burst sessions audio-only, because – interestingly – more 

people will have their voice heard. Video calls, on the other 

hand, normally end up with the usual suspects dominating 

the conversation.

4. Trust

The participants have to feel at ease, safe and respected in 

each other’s company. Only then will they have the confi-

dence to put forward bold ideas, and not take criticism 

personally.

5. Practice

As with all things in life, practice makes perfect. The more 

often teams engage in online bursts, the better they will get 

at them.
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INBOX MANAGEMENT: 
SMART MESSAGING

‘Should I always reply to emails straightaway?’ is a perennial 

question in office life. The constant influx of messages – via 

email and text as well as Slack, WhatsApp, Teams, Threema 

and countless other messaging apps – is essential to the 

work we do, but it also keeps us from doing it. In the context 

of this book, the question is: how can you stop emailing, and 

start working?

First, the facts: we spend nearly a third of our working day 

reading and processing messages. (It’s been a few years 

since this study came out, and we can safely assume that 

today the proportion is even higher.) What’s more, a Microsoft 

study has shown that when you come across someone who 

is slow to respond to emails, you can be certain that they’re 

an ineffective manager. As organisational psychologist Adam 

Grant commented, ‘Responding in a timely manner shows 

that you are conscientious – organized, dependable and hard-

working.’ Of course, you may still occasionally find yourself 

having failed to reply to a message, but Grant believes that 

consistently neglecting your correspondence creates the 

impression that you’re unreliable or, worse, indifferent.

The technical term for the timely handling of messages is 

‘inbox zero’, i.e. making sure that there are zero new messa-

ges in your inbox. It doesn’t mean you have to reply to every 

email. If the sender asks you a question they can answer 
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themselves, you don’t owe them a reply, and the world won’t 

end if you don’t respond to an email instantly. However (to 

quote Adam Grant again): ‘Not answering emails today is like 

refusing to take phone calls in the 1990s or ignoring letters 

in the 1950s.’ So how can we deal with all those emails 

without it taking up our entire working day?

Take your time. The sloppier your reply, the more confusion 

you’ll create and the more follow-up questions you’ll get. The 

more considered your response is, the fewer messages you’ll 

have to write, and the better your relationship with the recipi-

ent will be.

Learn to say no. If you’re asked about something that’s 

outside your area, reply, ‘I don’t know.’ If you’re too busy, say, 

‘I’m afraid I can’t take this on right now.’ If you’d rather not 

answer the question, reply, ‘I’d rather not answer that.’

Read and reply to messages no more than once a day. This 

is ‘yesterboxing’ – a technique devised by the entrepreneur 

Tony Hsieh (1973–2020), whereby you set aside an hour to 

respond to any emails that have arrived in your inbox in the 

past 12–24 hours. You’ll be surprised to find that many will 

have already resolved themselves.
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B E F O R E A F T E R

The world before and after an important email.

The world won’t end if, once in a while, you don’t reply to emails 
for 24 hours.
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B E F O R E A F T E R

The world before and after an important email.
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KANBAN: HOW TO GET ORGANISED

We’ve all had that feeling: you’re working on so many projects 

at once that you don’t know where to start; but you do know 

that you won’t complete any of them, because other stuff 

keeps cropping up.

This type of ‘to-do overload’ often either creates a kind of 

paralysis (‘I’ll never get it done!’), or you end up in an exhaus-

ting, inefficient whirl of multitasking, where you do a bit of 

everything but finish nothing. One reason for this is the 

 Zeigarnik effect, according to which planning stresses us out 

more than execution. (We’ll take a closer look at this fascina-

ting effect in The To-Do List, p. 66.)

In the 1950s, the Toyota executive Taiichi Ohno (1912–90) 

came up with a simple technique that can help you to plan 

less and deliver more, and thus avoid bottlenecks on the 

production line.

It essentially involves two basic rules:

1. Be transparent to yourself (and others). That is, always be 

clear about what you’re planning to do, what you’re doing 

right now, and what you’ve already done.

2. Don’t despair when faced with big tasks. Parcel them off 

into smaller ones and make a start on the – now more 

manageable – subtasks right away. (Plan less, do more.)
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No more than three!       

TO DO DOING DONE

Kanban, the tapas of to-do lists: visualise your tasks, structure 
them, and complete in stages.
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This deceptively simple methodology is called kanban (from 

the Japanese for ‘signboard’). Once upon a time, it revolutio-

nised Toyota’s processes; nowadays, start-ups and small 

teams regard it as the best approach to structuring work. And 

that’s what’s so interesting about it: you can apply it not only 

to large-scale manufacturing processes, but also on a smaller 

scale, and to teamwork.

Mark out three columns on a large piece of paper or a white-

board, and label them ‘To do’, ‘Doing’ and ‘Done’. Look at the 

projects you need to deliver, and split them into subtasks. For 

example, the subtasks that make up the project ‘wedding’ 

would include things like setting the date, deciding on a 

venue and sending out invitations. Write each of these on a 

Post-it or index card. Briefly ask yourself, about each subtask: 

how long will it take? Can I do it myself, or do I need help? Is 

it more urgent than any of the others?

Attach the tasks to the ‘To do’ column. The kanban board 

helps you visualise the workflow, so as soon as you have 

started working on a task, physically move it – this is the 

crucial bit – into the ‘Doing’ column. When the task is com-

plete, shift the Post-it even further to the right, into the 

‘Done’ column. Now you’re on a roll. You have switched from 

planning to doing – one of the key elements of kanban.

So far, this methodology doesn’t look very different from a 

horizontal to-do list. However, there’s one more rule: you’re 

only allowed a limited number of sticky notes in each column. 

This is called the ‘work in progress (WIP) limit’. It’s especially 

important that you keep your WIP limit for the ‘Doing’ column 

to a minimum, perhaps no more than three tasks. It’s best to 

work on just one, or a very few, tasks at any given time. That 
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way, your brain can focus all its resources on completing the 

task in hand, rather than remembering all the open ones. A 

small number of finished subtasks is more useful than lots of 

half-done ones. Why? Because the publisher wants to supply 

finished books, the printer prefers to print finished pages, the 

typesetter prefers to work with finalised texts and images, 

and the editorial department prefers to edit a complete 

manuscript. 
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