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Abstract:  Allen  (2001)  proposed  the  “Getting  Things  Done”  (GTD)  method  for  personal 
productivity enhancement, and reduction of the stress caused by information overload. This paper 
argues  that  recent  insights  in  psychology  and  cognitive  science  support  and  extend  GTD’s 
recommendations. We first summarize GTD with the help of a flowchart. We then review the 
theories of situated, embodied and distributed cognition that purport to explain how the brain 
processes information and plans actions in the real world. The conclusion is that the brain heavily 
relies on the environment, to function as an external memory, a trigger for actions, and a source 
of affordances, disturbances and feedback. We then show how these principles are practically 
implemented in GTD, with its focus on organizing tasks into “actionable” external memories, and 
on opportunistic,  situation-dependent  execution.  Finally,  we propose an extension of  GTD to 
support collaborative work, inspired by the concept of stigmergy.

Keywords:  personal  productivity,  personal  information  management,  time  management,  task 
management, praxeology, situated and embodied cognition, stigmergy, information overload.
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1. Introduction
Our present society is characterized by quickly growing complexity and change: opportunities, 
constraints, and objectives are in a constant flux. Managing the situation requires gathering and 
processing an incessant stream of potentially relevant information. As such, most of our day-to-
day  activities  fall  under  the  heading  of  knowledge  work (Drucker,  1973).  But  how can  we 
efficiently  organize  such  heavily  information-dependent  work?  While  there  is  a  large  and 
established  literature  on  how  to  organize  traditional  physical  activities,  such  as  industrial 
processes,  the  literature  on knowledge management  is  as  yet  much less  well  developed,  and 
mostly concerns the static storage and reuse of existing knowledge rather than the processing of 
incoming information.  The extensive literature  on information processing,  on the other  hand, 
mostly concerns computer systems rather than human information processing. 

Some  aspects  of  human  information  processing,  such  as  decision-making,  project 
planning and problem solving, have been well investigated. However, the corresponding theories 
are not really helpful to cope with the information explosion, since they generally assume a given 
range of possibilities from which the best possible one is to be chosen. However, in a situation 
where new information may arrive by the minute, both the relevant options and the criteria for 
deciding  between  them  are  constantly  changing.  This  makes  formal  optimization  methods 
basically  useless  in  day-to-day  knowledge  work.  As  Simon  (1997)  pointed  out  long  ago, 
rationality is bounded: we never have the full information needed to make optimal choices. 

But  Simon’s  alternative  strategy  of  “satisficing”  is  flawed  too:  a  choice  that  is 
satisfactory now, may not appear so good anymore when new information comes in. In practice, 
people follow a strategy of “bettering”: choosing what seems best from the available options now, 
but being ready to switch to something better when new information arrives. This opportunistic 
mode of decision-making is pervasive in today’s fast-paced and uncertain world. However, its 
lack of a clear focus makes it likely that people would not really know what to aim for, what to 
do, and what not to do. Moreover, the constant bombardment with new information means that 
previous plans, decisions and relevant data are often forgotten or neglected. 

The last two decades have seen an explosion of methods for “time management”, “task 
management”,  or  “personal  productivity  enhancement”  that  try  to  teach  knowledge  workers 
efficient routines for dealing with this overload of ever changing demands (e.g. Covey, Merrill & 
Merrill,  1994).  Most  of  the recommendations  concern concrete tools and techniques,  such as 
installing spam filters, using personal organizers, sharing calendars, etc. Insofar that they look at 
the wider picture, however, they tend to remain within the optimization paradigm: they suggest 
first  to  formulate  clear  objectives  or  priorities  (optimization  criteria),  and  then  to  order  the 
different tasks according to (a) how much they contribute to the priorities, (b) how much time, 
effort or other resources you need to invest in them. The recommendation is then to focus on the 
tasks that contribute maximally to the chosen objectives while requiring minimal resources. 

Although this strategy may seem self-evident, it does not take into account the fact that 
for  knowledge  work  both  priorities  and  resources  are  in  general  ill  defined  and  constantly 
changing. The reason is that information, unlike material resources, is not a conserved quantity: it 
can appear (be discovered or communicated) or disappear (become outdated) at any moment. For 
example,  an  engineer  planning  the  construction  of  a  bridge  can  be  pretty  confident  that  the 
amount of concrete and steel necessary for the construction will not suddenly change. On the 
other hand, an author planning to write a book about how to use this great new communication 
software may suddenly find out that the software has a fatal security flaw, or that another writer 
has just finished a comprehensive treatment of the same subject. If that author had planned her 
complete work schedule around the book project,  she would have to start  her  planning from 
scratch.  More  generally,  applying  an  optimization  strategy to  knowledge  work  may  produce 
rather than reduce stress, as people worry about what priorities to accord to different alternatives, 
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and then feel guilty or disoriented when they have not managed to follow their own prescriptions 
because of unforeseen changes.

The personal productivity consultant David Allen (2001) has proposed a fundamentally 
different approach. Based on years of experience in teaching knowledge workers how to deal with 
their backlog of unprocessed issues, the method is known as “Getting Things Done”, or GTD for 
short. GTD is intended to minimize stress and anxiety while maximizing productivity—in the 
sense  of  maximizing  the  number  of  useful  tasks  performed,  not  in  the  sense  of  maximally 
achieving a given objective. The method has become remarkably popular in a very short time. 
According to the Amazon web bookshop, in October 2007 Allen’s book ranked number one in 
the bestseller lists for both the domains “time management” and “business: health and stress”. At 
the  same  time,  a  search  via  Google  found  more  than  a  million  web  pages  referring  to  this 
methodology.  Numerous software applications and adaptations of existing software have been 
created to help people implement GTD in their daily life (Wikipedia contributors, 2007). In spite 
of the many testimonials that GTD works in practice, however, as yet no academic papers have 
investigated this method. A search (October 2007) for articles referring to (Allen, 2001) turned up 
a mere 14 documents, none of which discusses the method in any detail. 

The present paper intends to fill this gap in the scientific literature. While it would be 
interesting to test GTD empirically, e.g. by comparing the productivity of people using GTD with 
the one of people using different methods, this is intrinsically difficult. The reason is that because 
GTD does not embrace explicit priorities or optimization criteria, there is no obvious standard by 
which to measure expected productivity enhancements. A simpler approach may be subjective 
evaluation: how satisfied with their work are GTD users compared to users of other methods? 
However, this will still teach us little about precisely how and why GTD is supposed to work. 
The present approach has chosen to address this last issue from a theoretical angle, starting from 
recent insights in cognitive science and cybernetics. 

We wish to view GTD and its proposed theoretical foundation as a first step towards a 
concrete  praxeology,  i.e.  a  theory of  practical  action,  with specific  application to  knowledge 
work.  A  praxeology  has  been  recognized  by  the  philosopher  Leo  Apostel  as  one  of  the 
fundamentals components of a worldview (Aerts et al., 1994). Such a theory is independent of 
any specific goals or values: these are chosen by the individuals performing the actions. In GTD, 
however, the implicit value is to maximize productivity, i.e. to do more (tasks) with less (time, 
effort, resources). 

In our present  information society,  mental  resources in particular  tend to be strained. 
Indeed, in Simon’s (1971, p. 40) memorable phrase, “a wealth of information creates a poverty of 
attention”. Given that the amount of attention that we can devote to our work is finite, a growing 
amount of information clamoring for our attention must at a certain moment produce an overload, 
where a number  of  (potentially important) items simply can no longer be processed. GTD is 
intended to facilitate this unavoidable process of selectively ignoring demands while remaining 
maximally in control of the situation. Although the method is rooted in practical experience, we 
will try to show that its success can be justified on the basis of solid theoretical foundations. To 
do that, we will need to review what the most recent theories about cognition and the brain tell us 
about information processing in the real world—as opposed to an abstract realm of logic and 
rationality. But first we need to outline the basic principles of GTD.
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2. The GTD method: summary

GTD is a simple and flexible method for managing your day-to-day tasks or activities, so as to 
maximize personal productivity. The intended result of applying GTD is being able to keep up 
with a high workflow in a relaxed manner. The main principle is to get everything that is nagging 
you out of your  mind and into a trusted external memory (file system),  so that you can stay 
focused  on  what  you  actually  have  to  do  now,  rather  than  on  various  ideas,  plans  and 
commitments for later. To achieve this, GTD provides a compilation of tips and tools, organized 
around a central flowchart, as depicted in Fig. 1. Organized people will certainly already use 
calendars, to-do lists, note-taking devices, and other tools. What GTD adds, however, is a method 
for using those tools systematically together. Allen distinguishes five basic stages in our work:

We (1) collect things that command our attention; (2) process what they mean and what to do with them; and 
(3) organize the results, which we (4) review as options for what we choose to (5) do. (Allen, 2001, 24)

Collect (1) 

The first phase is to collect everything that catches your attention as potentially relevant to your 
activities, whatever its subject, importance or degree of urgency. This includes incoming letters, 
emails,  phone calls,  reports,  articles  from magazines,  agenda items,  suggestions  and requests 
from other people, and personal ideas and memories. For the collecting process, you need one or 
more collection tools, which can be physical (trays, folders, notebook, etc.), or electronic (email 
application, outliner, or word processor, on a computer or a PDA). These together define your 
“in-basket”. 

Collection is just the first step: to gain control over the collected materials, you need to 
empty the in-basket regularly. Emptying means deciding what to do with—not actually doing—
the items in the collection. This happens by processing and organizing the items one by one.

Process (2) & Organize (3)

The processing and organizing phases are summarized in the flowchart (Fig.1).  
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Figure 1: a flowchart depicting the GTD process for organizing and processing incoming “stuff” into 
action  categories  (elaborated  from  (Allen,  2001,  p.  32)).  Rectangles  represent  actions,  diamonds 
represent  decision  points,  stacks  represent  external  memories  (lists,  folders,  files,  …)  in  which 
reminders  are  stored.  Continuous  arrows  represent  the  immediate  sequence  of  processing;  broken 
arrows represent delayed processing, during a review of an external memory; dotted lines represent 
follow-up processes left implicit in GTD, but whose importance will become clear in the explanation of 
Fig. 2. The process starts by taking one item out of the In-basket (top-left), and then follows the arrows 
depending on the answers to the questions. It ends when the item is classified in an external memory or 
the corresponding action is performed. The most important actions are likely to end up on the bottom-
right.
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Titel, Name Vorname

Firma  (Off. Wortlaut) Abteilung

Straße Plz, Ort

E-mailTelefon/Fax, Mobil

Alle Preise exkl. Mwst. Es gelten unsere allgemeinen Geschäftsbedin-
gungen. Der Gerichtsstand für das zuständige Gericht ist Wien. 

Unterschrift / firmenmäßige Zeichnung (Unterschrift mit Stempel)

Ort / Datum 
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	 3002 Purkersdorf
	 Austria
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Telefon	 +43. 2231. 68 48 2
Fax	 +43. 2231. 68 48 22
Email	 office@immediate-effects.com
Website	 www.immediate-effects.com
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Admin
ProWork_Button

Admin
ProRead_Button




