
   

 

 

 

Time and Priority Management 

Getting Things Done 
The Art of Stress-Free Productivity 



 

 

Time and Priority Management 

This handout is designed to help get you started using the Getting Things Done methodology developed by David 

Allen in his best-selling book Getting Things Done: The art of stress-free productivity. 

Mind like water 

Instead of trying to remember all the things you need to get done use a system to record the stuff and free up 

your mind to enhance productivity. The human brain is better at holding small amounts of information for a short 

period of time and processing it than trying to juggle a lot of information, tasks and changing priorities. 

Getting Things Done (GTD) is a simple system designed to get stuff out of your head so you can focus on dealing 

with tasks in the moment. Your mind needs to be like still water to be ready to deal with the stuff you need to do. 

The steps 

There are four basic steps for the GTD method: 

1. Collect and describe all the stuff – make sure you capture everything you need to do. 

2. Deal with the collected stuff in a precise and systematic way. 

3. Record the stuff in a retrieval system that you can trust. 

4. Get stuff done through regular review and action. 

Collect the stuff 

Identify the ways in which you receive your tasks (like through email, conversations, projects, inspiration, etc.) 

and make sure you have an INBOX where you gather them together. This may be more than one location (such as 

you email inbox and a notebook you carry with you, or perhaps apps on your smartphone). 

Deal with the stuff precisely 

You need to look at each item in your INBOX and decide what to do with it. The GTD method describes several 

lists in which you record and store the items for either archiving, following up on, or doing later. 

For each item you ask whether it is something you need to do. If not you can either trash it or archive it if it is 

something you may want to come back to in the future. GTD suggests a someday/maybe list for these items and 

a reference or filing system for archival. 

If it is actionable then you need to ask whether it needs to be delegated to someone else. In this case you should 

delegate it and then add the item to a waiting-for list so you can follow up on it later. 

If it is something you need to do, and it will take less than two minutes, then do it. If it will take longer then either 

add it to your calendar (if it is timebound) or to a next-actions list for doing as soon as you can. 

If the item has more than one action associated with it then in GTD terminology it is a project and you should 

create a project list for it (i.e. a list of the actions necessary to complete it). The next action you need to take 

should be added to your next-actions list. Note you may need several project lists. 

The workflow map on the next page provides a great visualisation and overview of the GTD system.  



 

 

The GTD Workflow Map  

 

A flowchart depicting the GTD process for organising and processing incoming “stuff” into action categories (elaborated from (Allen, 2003, 

p. 32)). Rectangles represent actions, diamonds represent decision points, stacks represent external memories (lists, folders, files, ...) in 

which reminders are stored. 



 

Trello 

The system is comprised of the following lists: 

• A someday/maybe list 

• A waiting-for list 

• One or more project lists 

• A calendar 

• A next-actions list 

A very useful application which is recommended for creating and maintaining lists is Trello. You can set up a free 

account at trello.com and easily create a GTD system to work for you. The advantage of Trello is that it will work 

across multiple platforms so you can have it on a desktop or laptop computer as well as mobile devices to ensure 

ready access to your lists - then you can take action in the moment wherever you are. 

Active language 

It is important to use active language to describe the tasks which need to be done. Each task should be written so 

it is clear what you need to do – e.g. “Speak to my Dean about acquiring a Nutrimatic Drinks Dispenser to keep my 

project team happy” is explicit and detailed enough to take action, whereas merely writing an abbreviated 

“Nutrimatic Drinks Dispenser” might take up valuable doing time while you ponder what you meant when you 

wrote this.  

Weekly Review 

You should be clearing your INBOX regularly – once or twice a day works for most people to keep on top of your 

incoming tasks and changing priorities. You also need to set aside time to maintain and review your GTD system, 

which is normally carried out in a weekly review. 

A weekly review does not have to take long if you do three things: 

• Process your inboxes on a daily basis, so you don’t have a huge pile of stuff waiting for you; 

• Set aside time dedicated to the weekly review, and clear aside all distractions; and 

• Really focus on getting the review done quickly and completely. 

Steps in a weekly review: 

1. Gather up anything which you have not already captured during the past week and put in your inbox. 

Process everything in your inbox which has not been moved onto your lists during the past week. 

2. Review previous and upcoming calendar data to trigger next actions. 

3. Mind dump – empty your head of everything not already in the system. Process it as you would your 

inbox. 

4. Review your next-action list, project lists, waiting-on list, and someday/maybe list. Be prepared to move 

items from your someday/maybe list to your projects or next actions lists if this is the someday you had 

been waiting for, or remove them completely if you are realistically never going to do them. Also make 

sure that the next action on each project list has been added to your next-action list. 

5. Review your goals. 

 



 

 

Doing the stuff 

To get things done you need to put most of your time and energy into taking action. Once you set up your GTD 

system it should be easy to maintain and only take up a small fraction of your time. The key success factor is to 

use the system consistently and make it part of your routine. 

Do the stuff in the following order: 

1. Calendar commitments 

2. Choosing next actions in the moment (“What is the best use of my time right now?”) based on  

• Context (tools available, such as phone, internet, etc. GTD suggests you might organise your lists by 

what, when, where and who contexts) 

• Time (the time at hand) 

• Energy (your attention level) 

• Priority (importance and urgency) 

Goals 

It is important to have overarching goals as these tend to motivate your behaviour and you can utilise the GTD 

system to help make progress toward them – particularly if you consider them during your weekly review. 

Many people have specific life and career goals they are striving towards and at work we should also have 

professional goals which are agreed as part of the annual Professional Goal Setting (PGS) process. Make sure 

these are recorded where you can easily access them – as a Trello list makes sense if you choose to use this tool. 

Conclusion 

Many people have found the GTD methodology a very practical and useful way to manage their time and 

priorities and to enhance productivity across all aspects of their lives. It is easy to learn and powerful in its 

simplicity. Try it to see whether it will work for you. 
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